




Jack Lothian 
S.J. Sims 

Rhiannon Robertson 
Sarah Witt 
Oneiric Roper 
John M. Risner 


Omnestream Entertainment 
Louisville, KY 



Out of Frame Anthologies 


Copyright © 2017 Omnestream Entertainment 
All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced 
in any form or by any other means without the prior written 
consent of the author, with the exception of brief quotes 
used for review or discussion. 

Cover Design and Story Runes: Eric R. Roper 
Story Intros: John M. Risner 

Out of Frame Anthologies is a trademark of Omnestream 
Entertainment 

Published by Omnestream Entertainment 
www.omnestream.com 

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and 
incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or 
are used factiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, 
living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales are 
entirely coincidental. 

The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book on the 
Internet or via any other means without permission of the 
publisher is illegal and punishable by law. Please purchase 
the authorized electronic editions, and do not participate in or 
encourage electronic piracy of copyrighted materials. Your 
support of the authors’ right is appreciated. 


Printed in the United States of America 



For 


all artists surviving the 
turbulent process of creativity 

and 

all the lost artists 
who have returned to their 
art like a phoenix. 



“For art to exist, for any sort of aesthetic activity or 
perception to exist, a certain physiological precondition is 
indispensable: intoxication. ” 

—Friedrich Nietzsche 



Contents 


Red Hollows 

By Jack Lothian 

2 

Deadline 

By S.J. Sims 

18 

Ouroboros 

By Rhiannon Robertson 

28 

Don’t Call Me Crazy 

By Sarah Witt 

44 

There Will Be Cookies 

By Oneiric Roper 

71 

Common Clay 

By John M. Risner 

107 



Foreword 


Where do we draw the line between 
creative genius and psychotic madness? 

Welcome to The Out of Frame 
Anthologies. Prepare to enter the dark side of the 
creative arts. The stories presented in this 
collection explore the twilight between light and 
darkness, the fine line between love and hate, and 
where beauty ends and horror begins. 

When we view a painting, we see the 
vibrant colors and masterful brush strokes. A 
marble sculpture is admired for the likeness of the 
subject and the sense of life coaxed from the cold 
stone. When we watch a movie, we are captured 
by the actors, the dialogue, and the scenery. In 
these moments, we appreciate the beauty and the 
uplifting qualities of the polished projects. We 
never think of what efforts, what costs, what 
sacrifices are made to create the works of art. 

The short film Out of Frame explored 
death as an art form as seen through the eyes of a 
photographer, Damien Drake and the mysterious 
killer, John Godewynn. The team that brought 
Out of Frame to life now embarks on a new 
exciting journey to explore the lives of other 
artists slipping into the darker dimensions of 
creativity. 



As part of the journey, the Out of Frame 
Anthologies were opened up to authors from 
around the world. It started with a simple 
question: 

What would you be willing to pay or risk 
or sacrifice for artistic achievement? 

The creative community responded with 
submissions of imagination spiraling out of 
control into the realms of murder, horror and the 
macabre. 

The selected stories presented in this 
volume perfectly capture the twisted, pangs, and 
agonies of the creative mindset. For the first time, 
three of the top entries are presented here: 

Red Hollows 

Deadline 

Ouroboros 

So, come along if you dare. These chilling 
tales, along with several more, will shock, thrill, 
and give you a taste of the madness you crave. 
Turn the page; you must take the first step along 
the darkening path. Your journey awaits. 

John Morgan Risner 

Writer/Director 

Founder of Screen Writer Ink 





Actor 

“The one who would be wise must first be humble. ” - 
Ancient Chinese Proverb. The perfect movie port. A not 
so perfect actor. A brash, arrogant, has-been movie star 
must unleash his inner darkness to portray a vicious 
spree killer for his last chance of a comeback. 
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JACK LOTHIAN 


Red Hollows 


Los Angeles, June 13th, 1986 

The girl is blonde, tanned, beautiful. She is running 
through the woods, breathless, terrified. I am 
covered in blood, close behind her. 

The blood is not mine — it belongs to her 
boyfriend who I have just decapitated with a 
machete although we haven’t actually done that 
yet. His blood has splattered across the blank white 
mask I am wearing, trickling down into my eyes, 
and even though this is the point where she will 
stumble and fall as I drive the knife between those 
perfectly freckled shoulder-blades, I simply cannot 
put up with this shit any longer. 

I stop and rip off the mask, rubbing my sleeve 
across my eyes as an angry voice shouts “CUT.” I 
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RED HOLLOWS 


see the director, Dennis, behind the monitor, 
staring at me, shaking his head and before he can 
take me to task for ruining the take I stride across, 
demanding to know what the fuck is in this fucking 
fake blood as it feels like fucking vinegar in my 
fucking eyes. 

I am not the most popular person on set. 

Screw them. It’s Friday. The weekend starts 
here. They want me to kill the girl; they can wait 
until Monday. 

“They’re thinking of replacing you,” says my 
agent, stabbing a French fry into the small ketchup 
dish. We’re in one of the comer booths at Hard 
Rock. My agent, Anthony, is twenty-eight and 
wearing a tight-fitting cream denim Ralph Lauren 
jacket over a plain black tee. He is tanned and his 
teeth are white, just like mine, just like everyone 
else in here. ‘Wild Boys’ by Duran Duran is blaring 
out of the speakers above our heads, so we have to 
lean in to talk. 

“Replacing me with what?” 

“With someone else.” 

“They can't do that.” 

“You walked off set at 2:15 on a Friday, dude. 
This isn’t the first time you’ve pulled shit like this.” 

A brunette in shorts and a jean jacket passes, 
glancing at us as she moves. She’s easily a ten. 
What Anthony calls a red light ‘because she’d stop 
traffic.’ I see her crossing to sit with an actor who 
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I recognize from that movie last year where he 
played a high school student who was also an alien 
from Alpha Centauri or something. 

“Markie West,” says Anthony, following my 
gaze. “He’s hot.” 

“The guy’s bland. He’s a vanilla milkshake.” 

“That milkshake’s last movie pulled in twenty- 
five million. Do you know what your last one 
made?” 

My last movie was a rural drama where I played 
a cowhand who falls in love with the daughter of 
the drunk driver who crippled my mother. I chose 
the project against Anthony’s advice. Maybe I was 
drawn to it because when I was younger, my 
mother had certain issues which meant I had to take 
care of her, day in, day out. Or maybe it was 
because I’d get to ride a horse and a wear a cowboy 
hat. Whatever it was that appealed to me had 
passed by the time we started filming, and the 
whole shoot was a total grind. During the scene 
where I had to kneel by my mother’s bed and beg 
forgiveness, I realized that the whole project was 
bullshit and I walked off set and didn’t come back 
for three days. 

“The critics loved it, man.” 

“The critics called it a turgid melodrama.” 

“Whatever. I’m in it for the art.” 

Anthony runs his hand through his ponytail, 
sighs. “Last week you trashed your trailer and 
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threatened to eviscerate the make-up girl, and that 
was all before breakfast on Monday. Every day I 
field numerous complaints about you. You’re a 
one-man war that nobody wants to fight.” 

I take a sip of my Corona, still watching the girl 
across the room. “From chaos we create magic. I 
read that on a tattoo once.” Markie has his hand on 
her leg. He’s whispering something into her ear, 
and I’m wondering if I went over there and just 
grabbed her hand, would she leave with me, not 
even saying a word to him, the two of us running 
out into the night? Maybe I could. I am somebody 
in a town full of people desperate to be known. 

Anthony puts his hand on my face, turns it 
around, so we’re eye to eye. “Focus.” 

“I am 100% here,” I say, waving his hand away. 

“You’re 100% toxic. You have no idea the 
favors I pulled to get you this job.” 

“I am not toxic,” I say, even though he’s 
probably right and part of me should no doubt be 
horrified at the person I have chosen to become, at 
the barriers I have put up. Rather than deal with this 
I choose to deflect, “It’s a shitty horror flick.” 

‘“Red Hollows’ could be big. Dennis is a very 
talented director. He’s doing things with the genre 
that no-one else is. This has cross-over potential; 
think Kubrick - Shining, Hitchcock - Psycho.” 

“Yeah, yeah, the guy’s a prince. He loves me.” 
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“Aaron... Dennis is the one who wants you off 
the picture. He’s already looking at other actors. 
You blow this and you might as well pack your 
bags, head back to whatever shitty Midwestern 
town spawned you.” 

I picture myself back in my old home. That 
apartment. That room. Turning the handle and 
walking in. It feels so vivid and real that it takes me 
a second to find my voice. 

“Who — who is he looking at?” 

Anthony nods across the room to Markie West’s 
booth. Markie makes like he’s noticed me for the 
first time, raises a hand in greeting, I can see him 
mouth ‘What’s up, bro?’ and I’m returning the 
greeting, like a mirror, as Anthony says “I told you, 
man. He’s hot right now.” 

The girl has her tongue in Markie’s ear but he’s 
still looking at me, his face going blank, the smile 
fading to a cold, dead expression, like the shark 
watching its prey. I wonder if it’s coincidence he is 
here, in this place at this particular time, or if my 
agent has arranged this as some kind of warning. 
Markie whispers something to the girl and she 
turns and sees me, giggles at whatever he said. 

She wouldn’t leave here with me. 

“I told Dennis you’d go see him tonight. You’ve 
got one last chance to sort this out.” Anthony 
balances a french fry on his index finger, studies it. 
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“Your choice, babe. Be a somebody. Or be 
nobody.” 

“Is it that serious?” I ask. 

Anthony stares at the french fry for a long time 
and says nothing. I sit there watching him, touching 
my face to make sure I’m still here, suddenly afraid 
that I’ve disappeared already. 

*** 

“Why do you think I started with the mask 
scenes first?” 

Dennis is lighting a joint as we sit out back of 
his house, up in the hills. He’s in his thirties, with 
an unruly beard, wearing a loose-fitting pale shirt 
and matching cotton pants. The light in the pool 
changes color every thirty seconds or so, from red 
to blue to white to yellow, round and round. 

“I guess, uh, the schedule dictates the costume.” 

He looks at me for a moment as if he’s not sure 
if I’m joking or not. He takes another draw on the 
joint. “The Germans have a word for it - 
maskenfreiheit. The freedom conferred by masks.” 

“That’s — that’s very interesting. That will 
definitely, uh, definitely figure into my 
performance in future, man. I am focused. Very 
focused. What you will see from me is a marked, 
uh, a marked improvement.” 
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“Or maybe I shot the mask scenes first so I 
could replace whichever untalented shit hellbent 
on ruining my movie.” He smiles and hands me the 
joint. 

“I’ve had tragedy in my life, man. I saw my dog 
run over when I was thirteen.” He says nothing, so 
I push on. “And when I was seventeen, I came back 
to the apartment and my mother had, like, died 
while I was gone. So, you know.” I shrug like this 
explains everything. 

“You’re an actor, Aaron. Just not the kind of 
actor you think you are.” 

“I was on acid when they took my headshots. I 
can get them re-done.” 

“You have to become the character.” 

“I’m him. I feel it. Totally.” 

“Could you stand naked under the cosmos, 
homeless in your own body?” 

I hand him back the joint, nod. “Sure. I can do 
that.” 

The slap is hard and unexpected. I’m about to 
protest, to counter, but he follows up with a second 
one which catches me across the ear and sends a 
high-pitched whine piercing through my head. “In 
ancient cultures, the shaman would display 
different personalities to commune with different 
Gods. They did not act as the character; they 
became someone new.” He pulls me closer, 
hissing in my ear. “Do you understand?” 
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I nod but he strikes me again, and this time I go 
down onto the sun deck. He drags me across to the 
pool. The joint is hanging from his mouth, a spark 
is caught in his beard, like a firefly lost in a forest. 
He holds my head above the water, so my terrified 
reflection is staring back. 

“Who is that?” he demands. 

“...what?” 

He shoves my head under the water where I see 
red turn to blue and then he drags me back up, 
kneeling down, his mouth pressed next to my ear. 
“Who is that?” 

I am coughing and spluttering, and I tell him “I 
don’t know,” and that’s when he kisses the side of 
my head and tells me I’m a good boy. He helps me 
up, smiling, and I find myself smiling back, 
wanting to please him. 

“There’s someone I need you to go see 
tomorrow. Angelina. She’s an acting coach. She’ll 
get you in the right mindset for Monday.” He digs 
a business card out his pocket, holds it out for me. 

“You’re not replacing me?” I ask. 

“Monday is a mask day,” he says, and then 
shrugs. “Anyone could be behind the mask.” 

The lights in the pool change from red to blue to 
green to white to black. 
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One hour into the session with the acting coach and 
I already know it’s bullshit. It took me a long time 
to find the place and I wasn’t even sure I had the 
right address as I'd found myself wandering 
through what seemed to be an abandoned and 
neglected apartment block, moving up the trash- 
strewn stairwell, peering at the grimy numbers on 
doors. On the third floor though, her door was open 
and she was standing there, framed by the light 
from inside, peering out through the darkness at 
me. She’s a severe woman in her fifties and her 
apartment is cramped, the decor faded and sad. The 
town is full of people like this, people who never 
made it to the top but clung onto the side instead, 
desperately looking for some sort of niche to 
support themselves. 

She insists on pouring me tea and asking me the 
same questions over and over. 

“Who is the character, Aaron?” 

“Well, he’s a guy with a mask and a big knife.” 
I’m sitting on a chair in the middle of the room, like 
I’m involved in the world’s lamest interrogation. 

“But who is he?” 

I can picture her sitting here alone on Saturday 
nights, clove cigarettes and red wine, reading 
books on Stanislavski and Strasberg, crying herself 
to sleep, unloved, unfucked. “His, uh, his father 
was a professor at the local college and was, like, 
struck off for having sex with a student, so his 
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father slashed his own throat. My character 
witnessed all that at a tender age and, y’know; it 
totally affected him.” 

“That is what he is, Aaron. Who is he?” 

“He’s me. That’s what I feel. That’s me being 
honest.” Of course, I’m talking to her but really, 
I’m hoping she’ll relay my words back to Dennis, 
tell him how much I tried to engage, how 
impressive I was, except she doesn’t look 
impressed at all. “ Maskenfroicl ,” I suddenly bark 
out. “The uh, the freedom we get from masks.” 

She rises and she starts unbuttoning her summer 
dress. “You don’t believe in that.” 

“No, I really do... it’s words I totally live by.” 

She approaches me, her dress fluttering to the 
ground like a ghost behind her. She is naked 
underneath, and her body seems much older and 
wrinkled than it should be, but then I’ve never 
fucked anyone over the age of twenty-five. 

“We’ve met before,” she says, smiling. She 
takes my hand and thrusts it between her legs. “Do 
you know where we met?” 

It’s like a record has skipped and I’ve missed 
some vital part of the conversation, that the clock 
has been wound forward without me realizing. 
“Was it... at that gallery opening at The Broad?” 

She starts to nuzzle me. “I was in the room. In 
the shadows. The day you came home.” 
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She’s put something in my drink. I try to stand 
but she pushes me back down, straddling me, 
forcing my head back so I can see the ceiling, only 
it’s the ceiling of my old apartment, and the door is 
opening and I can hear myself entering, coming 
home. I have been away for three days, down by 
the river with some friends, drinking, and smoking. 
I am seventeen years old and when I open the door 
to my mother’s room, I see her body lying there, 
the bottles around the bed. The coroner later says 
she must have died a few hours before I came 
home. I was still swimming in the river, floating on 
the currents. 

“That’s not what happened,” she says. 

I need to get out of here. I need to phone 
Anthony. Have him come pick me up. She pulls me 
close and mounts me. 

“You were excited that she was dead. You were 
finally free. Then, you heard her still breathing.” 

The walls are melting. The ceiling is gone. I see 
stars stretching out, endless, an eternal night. 

“You stood there as she moaned and asked for 
help and what did you do?” 

“...I called the ambulance.” 

She thrusts harder and harder, gripping onto me. 

“What did you do?” 

I am crying and I am hard, and I am burying my 
head in her shoulder as she asks me again what I 
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did. I can’t see her face; there is only a black empty 
space that I am staring into. 

“I closed the bedroom door. I went outside. And 
I sat. And I waited. I waited for her to die.” 

The stars all go out. The universe is dark and 
cold. I shiver beneath it, staring up. 

“Tell me about the character.” 

But I don’t need to tell her. We both know that 
I am the boy in the mask, in the woods, in the 
shadows. 


I wake up to the sound of MTV. There’s a man or 
possibly a woman singing some song about 
chameleons. The phone in the room is buzzing. My 
mouth is thick, heavy. The voice on the other end 
tells me the car is waiting downstairs to take me to 
set. I stagger from the bed, grabbing clothes, out 
the door. 

Freeways bleed into freeways. I stare out the 
window, thumb the script. At some point during the 
weekend, I have scrawled notes over it, words that 
I can’t quite make out, letters that I’m not even 
entirely sure are English. 

The driver keeps looking at me in the rear-view. 
I am about to say something when I catch my own 
reflection in the window and realize I am wearing 
the white blank mask that my character wears. I 
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touch the edges, adjusting it, and wonder how long 
I’ve had it on. 

“Method, huh?” says the driver and puts his 
eyes back onto the road. 

I arrive at set and head towards my trailer and 
open the door to step inside. 

“Dude.” Markie West is inside in jockey shorts, 
shirtless. “Learn to knock.” 

I stand there in the mask, staring at him. 

“Ah. I get it. Haze the new guy. Very cute.” He 
walks over, pushing me back, a terse smile on his 
face, a pretense at tolerance and then I am outside 
again, the door locking from the inside with a click. 
I see Dennis walking from his trailer to the craft 
table. I remove the mask, dogging his footsteps. 
Dennis half-ignores me, concentrating on the 
pastries. 

“You didn’t show,” he says, shaking his head. 

“What?” 

“I told you to go see that acting coach. She said 
you never showed.” 

“What are you... I fucking showed, man. I was 
there. We — we went deep. We peeled back 

layers.” 

“Of course, you did.” Dennis goes to move on, 
but I grab his arm, turn him. 

“Listen to me. I did what you asked. And you 
were right.” Dennis stops pulling his arm away, 
looking intrigued for a moment. “You saw it in me. 
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This character. Beneath the mask. Beneath 
everything. I understand why you chose me for 
this.” My voice is getting high, almost pleading. 

“I chose you because you were cheap and tested 
well with teenage girls.” He shrugs. “You’re over. 
Markie’s the lead.” 

“Why did you... why did you send a fucking car 
for me then?” 

Dennis smiles. “Because I wanted to see your 
reaction.” He makes his thumb and index fingers 
into a viewfinder and frames my face. “Cut. Print. 
Beautiful.” He reaches over for the mask, but I 
keep it out his reach. A last show of defiance. He 
shakes his head. 

“Get the fuck off my set.” 

Each night, I’d clean up my mother and help her 
to bed. Some nights she’d have vomited, other 
nights she’s just be passed out in the comer. In the 
morning though she would breeze out of her 
bedroom like nothing had happened, like whatever 
disaster she’d stumbled through the night before 
was some distant, unconnected place. Then she’d 
open a bottle, sit looking out the window, and wait 
to become someone else again. 

Dennis walks away from me. The sky is pale 
blue overhead. There are the endless stars out there, 
waiting for night to fall, for them to reveal 
themselves, to remind us how small and 
insignificant we really are. 
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I put the mask back on. 

*** 

The girl is blonde, tanned, beautiful. She is 
running through the woods, breathless, terrified. I 
am covered in blood, close behind her. The blood 
is not mine. It is splattered across the white blank 
mask. The girl will stumble soon and fall and I will 
plunge the knife between her perfectly tanned 
shoulder-blades. We run and run through trees, and 
if she could see my face behind this mask, maybe 
she would be heartened to know that I am smiling, 
that I am content, that for the first time I know who 
I am. 
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Novelist 

They say a Deadline is a writer’s best friend. Very little 
would be accomplished without that appointed hour 
lurking all too quickly in the future, driving the story 
and the writer always forward. The following tale 
brings a sinister meaning to the word Deadline and 
what a writer will do to meet that terminal point. 
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Deadline: 


He came towards her, crazed, like a caged animal who had 
just been released... 

Caged animal? That sounds so damn cliche. I had 
been staring at my screen for over 10 hours and a 
caged animal was the best that I could come up 
with. Sometimes, I swear to god I’d do anything to 
be anything different. Be a writer, they all told me 
in high school; you’re talented! 

Wanna know what talent is? Talent is meeting a 
deadline with nothing but frayed nerves and coffee. 
My eyeballs felt like they were about to fall out of 
my pounding head and my throat felt like a cat's 
scratching post. The deadline is god though. My 
editor is judge, jury, and executioner, and my agent 
is dead. I mean like 6 feet under dead, not just an 
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expression. I mean actually, I don’t know if she’s 
dead. I’m just guessing. She’s missing either way, 
and Chrissy never lets her phone go unanswered. 

My boyfriend. Bill, has been getting onto me 
lately. The late nights, the slow responses, and the 
vanishing acts I’ve been pulling don’t help. Unlike 
Chrissy, I quite often don’t answer my phone. 

That led me here. This cozy little house at the 
end of a country road. It’s quiet here. I actually 
found it on this crazy website. I always thought it 
was strange that complete strangers would let out 
their homes for some quick cash. It’s a married 
couple; I guess they don’t have any children. So 
maybe it’s less eerie to let a complete stranger bunk 
in your house over the weekend. They sure seemed 
like nice folks. I stare at their smiling faces in their 
photos on the wall. Their eyes look black in this 
darkness. I should turn on a light. 

I wish that I could get a grip on my killer. I’ve 
been plotting for months and my deadline is next 
week. I couldn’t get anything done at home. Bill 
kept bitching about me always being on my laptop. 
Seriously!? What the hell doesn’t he get about 
being a writer? My time isn’t my own. My mind, 
heart, soul, belongs to my work. He should get that 
by now. We’ve been dating for two years and I 
swear he’s pushing me away. I turned down his 
proposal at Christmas. He’s been more distant 
since then of course, but how could I marry Bill? 
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Bill’s not the love of my life; he’s hardly even a 
friend. I guess we stayed together out of 
convenience. Since we both love the city and the 
rents are ridiculous, it makes things budget 
friendly. I dunno. Chrissy seems to think he’s a 
catch. 

Now, where were we? My book. Of course. The 
nagging, stinging, thorn in my side that’s sucking 
my soul away! My main character is about to bite 
the big one. Our stealthy killer is lunging towards 
her. Or is he? Caged animal. Stupid. Who is this 
maniac that’s torturing the folks of Shade Falls? 
Why can’t I see him? I’m tapped out. I’m losing it. 
I have nothing left. I’m a worthless hack! My head 
dropped and bounced on the keyboard. The mess 
of letters looks better than anything I’ve written all 
night. 

I sit back up and stretch. I can do this! This is 
what I do. Just then, my phone goes off in my bag. 
Oh, thank God! If there are anything writers are 
good at, it’s being distracted! I make a mad grab 
for the phone because I’m desperate to talk to 
anyone. Locked in a house for 12 hours will do that 
to a person. I stare down at the number. It’s Bill. 
Gawd. 

I seriously would have talked to Satan himself, 
but Bill? No. I chuck my phone back into my bag, 
and that’s when I saw him. The only light came 
from my laptop and there he stood. In the doorway 
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draped in shadows, I should have known he’d 
come around sooner or later. I’ve never seen his 
face. He’s in every one of my books and has no 
face. He’s a creature. A demon of darkness, willing 
me to write. It’s completely possible that he isn’t 
actually a he at all. Either way, he hides until he 
reveals himself. 

I stand motionless and unblinking. I wait for 
him to make his move. I imagine my main 
character, Betty, in the corner, cowering in fear. If 
I focus really hard, I can see her black mascara 
running from her eyes in streams like it’s a race to 
get to the bottom of her heart-shaped face. Her 
blond hair is shaking as she cries. I expect my 
demon to lunge at her, like a caged animal. He 
doesn’t. I blink. He’s gone. 

“Damnit!” I spit. 

I wonder where he went. Betty is gone too, and 
I know that I’ve lost my focus. I get back to my 
computer and stare at the white page. That 
bleached out white glow that’s taunting me. The 
words just aren’t there, and I can’t make them 
come out. Maybe Bill was right. Maybe I should 
just get a real damn job. Stop wasting my time 
trying to push gore at people. I had a few hits but 
I’m old hat now. 

I reach over to my coffee and take its last sip. 
Not even enough to wet my throat. These people 
have gotta have something in this house that could 
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inspire me. I wonder around the room in a thirsty 
stupor. It would help if I could see. This room is so 
dark. My laptop goes black and so does the room. 
I bang my shin on an end table or something, and I 
let out a cry. 

I finally reach the wall of the living room and 
fumble for the light switch. I flick it and nothing 
happens. I don’t know if you’ve ever been in a dark 
room but hitting a light switch and expecting light 
when nothing happens feels unnerving. I know that 
the room has power because my laptop has been 
running all evening plugged in. I didn’t bother 
turning on a light when I made myself at home in 
here at the corner desk. I stood in the doorway of 
the room flicking the light switch as if it might 
magically come on. 

“To hell with that.” 

I stumble through the black entryway near the 
door and run into a lamp on the wall. I twist the 
knob and I’m beyond grateful when the yellow 
glow hits my eyes. The entry hall is long and the 
dark kitchen is at the end. Just as my eyes begin to 
adjust, I see him. In the doorway. He’s always 
loved the in-between spaces. I’m not sure why just 
the perfect spots for him to appear and disappear. 

Betty crouches in the corner near the stairs now. 
Still crying, shaking like a wet leaf on a fall tree, 
threatening to break off. My shadow-killer doesn’t 
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move. I fear him, but I want him to give me what I 
want. I need the words, the actions, the feelings. 

“Make your move, dammit!” I yell at him. 

Some part of me wants Betty to get up and run 
for the door, get up and fight, even if she has no 
chance. One last act of valor, she’s survived this 
long. Maybe she’s not what I hoped she was, 
maybe she’s worthless. Just like Chrissy. Blonde 
hair, always done-up face, and now pathetically 
crying in a comer. 

“You’re a coward, Betty! Just like Bill! Just like 
Chrissy!” I yelled through gritted teeth. 

What was wrong with Bill? He never 
understood me. He never got that my work was my 
life, that I couldn’t just stop my life for him. To hell 
with him! Did he really think that I wouldn’t find 
out about him screwing around with Betty?! I mean 
Chrissy. She always told me how handsome he was 
and how I could do much worse. Maybe I did much 
worse. Well, they can have each other for all I care 
if he can find her, that is. 

My killer doesn’t move and I’m wondering if 
I’m doing something wrong. What does he want? 
His shadow form starts to move into the black 
kitchen and I let out a gasp. 

“Wait!” I run scrambling into the living room to 
snatch up my laptop. 

I hold it firm and plant myself against the front 
door on the floor, crisscrossing my legs like a 
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kindergartner. I hit my keyboard expecting 
everything to come to life. Instead, a red battery 
displays on my screen and I can’t help but slam my 
fist down on the spacebar. 

“Just, just, wait a second!” 

I rush back to the room and the desk. I know my 
cord is still plugged in. I search in the dark on my 
hands and knees and hit my head under the desk. 

“Dammit!” I cry out. This one really hurt. 

Where in the world is my cord? I know I had it 
in here! That’s when I hear the sound. Like moving 
furniture or dragging something across a stone 
floor. I dash back into the entry hall. Has my killer 
moved? Has Betty met her doom? I squint, 
adjusting my eyes again to the glow. I try to see 
Betty, but she’s fading. I’m losing my focus; I need 
a drink. 

I stare towards the kitchen doorway. My killer 
is slipping disjointedly into the even darker 
kitchen. It turns my stomach to watch him move 
further away. He’s not concerned with Betty. It’s 
me that he has business with. 

My face is cold but I start to sweat. He needs me 
to follow him. If I do, he’ll give me what I want, 
what I need. I hear the noise again, wood against 
stone, dragging. Makes me want to vomit but how 
could I when I haven’t eaten for three days? I feel 
the acid rising in my stomach as I mindlessly 
follow my killer into the velvet darkness. 
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“What are we doing?” I mumble. 

The sound of dragging on the floor is more 
audible here and I stop to breathe. He knows that I 
don’t want to go down there. I want to cry. I want 
to beg him not to send me down but I know that it’s 
of no use. If I want the words, the actions, the 
feelings of what he’s gonna do to Betty, I have to 
comply. I have to do the research. 

I feel him smiling in the darkness, although I’ve 
never seen his shadowy mouth. A guttural laugh 
creeps from where I imagine his mouth to be. 
There’s no way around this. I swallow hard, still 
desperately in need of a drink. I need to just get it 
over with. There’s no other way. 

I walk over to the basement door and unlock it. 
I can’t see a thing down the stairs and I feel my 
killer right at my back, threatening to shove me 
down into this pit if I don’t make a move. I switch 
on the light and let out a sigh. All in the name of 
research. 

I take the stairs lightly, might as well get it over 
with. When I reach the bottom, I see them. She died 
on the way down the stairs, but he’s still bound and 
gagged. He’s crying and shaking just like Betty. 
His wooden chair has left marks on the stone floor. 
I just left her lying where she landed. Wouldn’t you 
know it? There’s my damn cord! I forgot that I used 
it to tie her hands. I realize now that she won’t be 
needing it after all. I really do feel terrible about all 
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this, but there isn’t much I can do. I unwrap the 
cord and pull her over to the comer. I didn’t mean 
any disrespect. I grab a sheet off the dryer and 
cover her body with it. That’s better. I don’t like it 
when they stare at me. 

He’s mumbling and sweating. He looks awful 
and I feel so bad. They really did look like nice 
folks. In other circumstances, I would’ve even 
signed a copy of one of my books for them. I 
wonder if they read Horror. 

I’d better get to work. My killer stands at the 
bottom of the stairs, urging me on. I approach the 
man. He’s terrified, and I can feel it. I know how 
Betty feels. She’s so scared, so alone. I look into 
his eyes, and I’m truly sorry. Betty comes down to 
watch. She’s so worthless, just like Chrissy was. 

“I’m really sorry about all this, but I’m on a 
deadline.” 
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Gallery Painter 

The Ouroboros is a Greek word meaning "tail 
devourer," and is one of the oldest mystical symbols in 
the world. One of the mean ings of the symbol is Rebirth. 
In the story Ouroboros, a young painter goes to 
extraordinary measures to reignite his fading creative 
spark and crosses into a realm of soul-consuming 
horror. 


27 



RHIANNON ROBERTSON 


Ouroboros 


Bram flicked his blonde hair out of his eyes and 
stared at the blank canvas in front of him. He 
groaned and rubbed his face, then pushed himself 
to his feet and paced the room, hovering for a while 
near the cupboard with the whiskey bottle in it. 
Inspiration had dried up lately. He couldn’t think 
of anything to paint and it had been an ongoing 
problem. At one point, Bram O’ Donovan had been 
an up and coming young prodigy, his works and 
exhibitions highly sought after, the art world 
waiting with bated breath for his next masterpiece. 
But it hadn’t come. People were losing interest. 
The wait had surpassed the point of exciting 
suspense and the offers were withering away. 
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He had been trying everything to get the 
creative juices flowing again; he’d spent days and 
nights awake with a crackling energy fueled by 
chain-smoking cigarettes and drinking copious 
amounts of coffee and whiskey. Nothing. Other 
approaches had been little help. Eventually, he had 
just picked up pots of paint and started throwing 
and splashing them around in a mad frenzy. He’d 
been searching for some inspiration, a muse, 
anything. He’d trawled the red-light district for a 
pretty face that might spark something, girls pacing 
in Perspex platform heels, writhing on podiums, 
bathed in pink and purple lights. But he had felt 
numb, totally disinterested. What had changed? 

He lay across the old beaten up sofa in his loft 
apartment, one leg hanging over the arm. Shirtless 
in some old baggy jeans covered with paint, he 
frowned at the ceiling and took a deep draw on his 
rolled up cigarette. The cheap tobacco burned his 
throat. He was bored and in that strange sort of 
mood that he couldn't really lift himself out of - 
being utterly fed up but not wanting to go 
anywhere or do anything. He fished his phone out 
of his pocket to ring Dean to see whether he would 
come over for a few drinks. He stubbed his 
cigarette butt out in a chipped yellow mug, then 
grabbed a crumpled grey t-shirt from his bed just 
as his friend buzzed the bell. 
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Dean had been Bram’s best friend since the 
tender age of six; although they had diverged on 
separate paths and into different interest as the 
years had gone by, they remained thick as thieves. 
Bram trusted him implicitly. 

“I don’t know what to do mate, to be honest. I 
am stuck. Numb, bored, uninspired.” Bram 
shrugged and held his breath a while before 
blowing out a long plume of smoke and passed the 
joint to his friend. 

“You need a proper good trip, that should shake 
things up a bit,” Dean said as he plucked the joint 
from his outstretched hand. 

“I don’t know mate, smoking a joint, having a 
drink - that’s one thing. I’m not sure if I’m willing 
to take it any further” 

“You need to live a little mate, trust me, a proper 
trip that will get the juices flowing.” Now Dean 
sucked in his breath as he spoke, and exhaled a 
cloud of smoke with a slight cough. 

“Well, what do you mean? What are we talking 
about here?” The joint was passed back into his 
hands. 

“Something hallucinogenic ...like acid. All the 
great writers and artists did mind-altering drugs 
back in the day to create their masterpieces; they 
were all hanging out in the opium dens,” Dean said 
and grinned mischievously. 
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They had a few cans of beer, Bram sprawled out 
on the old sofa and Dean in the equally as battered 
armchair, his feet kicked up on the old wooden 
pallet between them serving as a coffee table, the 
top littered with rolling papers and stray clumps of 
tobacco. Pink Floyd played in the background as 
the two friends grinned a hazy grin at each other. 

“Cheers, mate,” Bram said with a lopsided 
smile and clinked his tin can against Dean’s. 

They ate leftover pizza from the fridge, sang 
along and played air guitar to AC/DC and then did 
shots of whiskey. In the early hours, Dean 
stumbled home, unsurprisingly waving off the 
offer to sleep on the broken sofa; he parted with a 
slurred promise of getting some acid tabs from 
Camden. 

Bram had forgotten the conversation by the time 
he woke up. Over the next few days he tried and 
failed repeatedly to get some work done, but each 
splash of paint that made contact with the canvas 
just looked wrong. Nothing was in sync; it just felt 
lifeless and limp. He went for long walks in the 
grey London weather, wandering down the streets 
and along the river with his hoodie pulled up 
against the cold. On Friday, Dean turned up at the 
door. 

“Sorry dude, I’ve been busy, some of us have 
real jobs you know.” His friendly grin took away 
any sting from the words. 
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Dean reached into his jeans pocket and pulled 
out a strip of tin foil. Wrapped inside the foil were 
eight small squares of thin paper, each smaller than 
a stamp that could fit on the pad of his finger; 
bright green with swirling electric blue lines and in 
the middle, a small black circular shape. Bram 
recognised the symbol from classes at college; it 
was an Ouroboros - a snake eating its own tail. 

“What’s this?” Bram asked, staring down at 
Dean’s open palm. 

“It’s acid mate, remember our conversation? 
About getting those creative juices flowing again?” 

Realization dawned on Bram as he began to 
recall the drunken conversation from that night. He 
felt a nervous churning in the pit of his stomach, 
but his childhood friend was calm and collected. 

“Dean, I’m not so sure about this...” Bram 
began. 

“Oh, come on mate, don’t be like that! I’ve 
already bought it now. We’ll do it together, it will 
be perfectly safe.” Dean chatted airily as he 
stepped inside the apartment. 

Bram remained unconvinced as Dean made 
himself comfortable on the sofa. His facial 
expression must have given him away because 
Dean placed a strong hand on his shoulder. “Mate, 
don’t worry, I’ve done this tons of times. You have 
nothing to worry about!” 
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“Ok, so how many do we take?” Bram stared 
apprehensively down at the little bits of green 
paper. 

“I’m not actually too sure mate, the guy said 
these ones are pretty strong, so maybe just one or 
two?” Dean jumped up and moved over to the 
kitchen area of the loft apartment, pouring them 
both a drink. 

“Here fella, this will calm your nerves.” Dean 
offered him a glass of neat whiskey. 

“Well, if we only need one or two, why did you 
get so many?” Bram asked as cooly as he could 
muster. 

“I dunno. Figured we’d just get a batch and keep 
some. If it works and gets your mojo back, maybe 
you’ll want some more.” 

Bram shrugged nervously and flicked through 
his phone for a good playlist to put on. Dean sat 
back down whilst he pulled the tabs apart and 
handed him two. 

“Well, down the hatch, mate!” Dean grinned as 
they lifted their glasses in a toast and swallowed. 

A giant serpent, emerald scales gleaming like 
jewels, it’s yellow eyes boring into him as it 
slithered towards him, his body frozen and 
incapable of movement. As the snake detached it’s 
jaw and prepared to feast upon him, it exploded, 
fragments of gold spitting from the ceiling. Prisms 
of rainbows pulsed around the room as the music 
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echoed through the apartment in distorted waves. 
When he looked at Dean, his skin was covered in 
neon paint markings. A kaleidoscope of bright 
colors and patterns turning in wheels, streaks of 
electric blue lightning - he felt himself sinking into 
the cushions on the sofa, all at once lazy yet 
euphoric and full of energy, his skin singing. He 
held his hands up in front of his face, to see an 
unblinking eye in each palm; he could feel his heart 
drumming against his ribcage. Shards of mirrors 
and concentric circles spiraled into blackness, and 
he could hear someone screaming. He wasn’t sure 
how long the piercing scream had lasted for before 
a firm pair of hands grabbed his shoulders and 
began to shake him until he realized he was the one 
screaming the anguished cry. It felt like a warm 
liquid was trickling over his scalp, sticking to his 
cheeks and running down his shoulders. 

He seemed to shake himself from a daze. His 
paintbrush poised between his fingers. A pot of 
paint in his hands and in front of him intricate lines 
of vivid red mingled with burnt oranges and golden 
yellows to create a city street in the glow of the 
fading sun; blurred lines of taxi headlights rushing 
across the canvas, and huddled figures in dark blue 
suits hurrying home. He sat and marveled at the 
piece in front of him, such a standard scene of 
everyday mundanity brought to life with these 
beautiful rich colors, but a strange feeling nagged 
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at him. It wasn’t just the missing time that bothered 
him, although that was certainly a pressing issue. 
One minute he had been on an acid trip with Dean, 
colors spiraling into blackness (at the time his 
subconscious had actively wondered if the 
blackness was sleep or death) and now he was 
suddenly back to his senses some time in the 
afternoon of (presumably) the next day. 

He checked his phone, no messages, no missed 
calls, the time and date clearly displayed in the 
middle of the screen - 16:30 Saturday 23rd of 
September. That was strange, but there was still 
this nagging feeling that something else was 
wrong. He glanced down at the pot in his hand. The 
red liquid was viscous, sticky, and.. .warm. At that 
moment, as he stared into the pot of crimson, it felt 
like a fist closed around his heart, a surge of panic 
rising from his chest to his throat. He felt hot and 
almost dizzy with panic, his throat suddenly dry, 
he struggled to swallow. Bewildered, he 
instinctively glanced down at himself first, 
inspecting his wrists, turning his hands over and 
over in front of his face, twisting his head to glance 
at the back of his shoulders. There wasn’t a scratch 
on him, but he was very sure that the liquid in the 
pot was blood. 

Panic-stricken, he fumbled with the keys of his 
phone to call Dean, every ring that Dean did not 
pick up felt like a knife to his chest. When Bram’s 
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panic seemed to reach a peak, mercifully, Dean 
finally picked up. 

“Yeah, you had a bit of a funny turn and started 
having a bad trip, but I stuck around until you 
calmed down and saw you off to bed then I walked 
home. I’m surprised you remember it to be honest 
mate, you seemed pretty gone!” Bram was flooded 
with relief to hear Dean’s usual chirpy voice on the 
phone. As he hung up, he spotted the tin foil 
package still on his makeshift coffee table. He 
walked over to the kitchen sink and poured the 
blood down the drain. He gripped the side of the 
kitchen counter with trembling hands and tried to 
wrack his brain for an answer. With a sick churning 
feeling in his stomach, he stared across the room at 
the painting. 

As hard as he tried, he couldn’t remember 
anything. Not the missing time, nor where the 
blood had come from, or even painting. He picked 
the canvas up and shifted it towards the back of his 
other works, obscuring it from view and decided 
that since he couldn’t remember anything, it was a 
matter of ‘out of sight, out of mind.' Over the 
following days, every time he thought about it, he 
pushed it to the back of his mind, but it bothered 
him, and he was still struggling to come up with 
any more new paintings. The tin foil package still 
sat on the pallet, beckoning him to find his answers 
back down the rabbit hole. An uneasy feeling in his 
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stomach told him that this wasn’t a good idea, but 
a small voice in his head persisted. It reasoned that 
perhaps he would find out what had happened on 
that previous trip, or at the very least, he would get 
some work done and earn enough money to stop 
living off of beans and toast. 

Bram felt conflicted, but he decided to try it just 
once more. This time, the serpent seemed less 
intent on devouring him, but instead appeared to be 
trying to tell him something. It gazed thoughtfully 
into his eyes, which he felt in the depths of his soul, 
and then slithered away. He felt that he should 
follow, follow it out the door. There was a lapse 
with blinks of color and then a figure made of 
starlight enveloping him in a warm embrace. The 
stars transformed into sparkling crystals and then 
droplets of rainwater that felt nice and cool and 
soothing on his skin. The mysterious figure had 
cold skin as pale as the moon; her open chest cavity 
showed a galaxy where her heart should be - a 
mesmerizing, swirling galaxy. As he peered closer, 
he felt himself sucked into the inky blackness. 

With a sinking feeling of dread, he opened his 
eyes. Once again, in front of his canvas. This piece 
an oxidized brownish color, lending a sepia feel 
like an old photograph, save for the girl’s fiery red 
hair which burned a bright, fresh bloody crimson. 
Her captivating doe eyes stared out of the canvas, 
a dusting of fine freckles across her nose; her naked 
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body draped - almost melting, into a scarlet chaise 
lounge. He glanced down at his hands, his palette 
covered in paint and splatters of blood, and another 
pot full of that familiar liquid on the floor in front 
of him. He felt less sick and shocked this time, 
certainly still confused, but he felt oddly detached 
from his senses. He stepped back to admire his 
work. 

“Hey buddy, it’s been awhile, how it’s going?” 
answered Dean, carefree and cheerful as ever. 

“Yeah sorry mate, I’ve been busy.” Bram paced 
the loft, running his fingers through his hair. 

“So, I take it you got your mojo back, and 
you’ve been creating some beautiful artistic 
masterpieces?” 

“Yeah, guess you could say that.” He came to a 
halt opposite the collection of canvases propped 
against the wall. 

“Well, that’s awesome news dude!” 

“Yeah, it is. Listen, Dean. I need you to get me 
some more.” 

“More what?” 

“The acid. The one with the Ouroboros on it.” 

“The...the what?” 

Bram could feel a burning rage and impatience 
bubbling up inside of him from the pit of his 
stomach and he clenched his fist, his jaw stiffening. 
“The snake, the snake eating itself. It was on bright 
green paper.” 
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“Well sure, dude, I’ll do my best to see if I can 
get the same one.” 

“Thanks, thanks, Dean I gotta go just let me 
know when you get it.” Bram pressed the hang up 
button swiftly to avoid further distraction 

There were now three paintings on canvas lined 
up in a row. The city street, the girl, and the latest 
- a male figure on his knees, the detail in the body 
and shadows exquisite, bathed in dark angry red, 
his face twisted in an anguished scream, fine 
crackling lines under the skin, veins like streaks of 
lightning. This had happened three times, but he’s 
run out of the catalyst for them and he needed more 
if he was going to fill up his exhibition. With each 
painting, the guilt and fear subsided. He was now 
no longer very interested in finding out whose 
blood adorned the pictures, though he had mused a 
few times the possibility that his subconscious was 
probably leaving clues in the works themselves. 

The odd thing is, he didn’t remember Dean 
coming over. This time, this time was different. He 
didn’t remember taking them or seeing anything. 
Bram came out of this daze not one day later, but 
three. Three days later. Three entire days had gone 
missing. The offering for this lost time - six new 
paintings. Each in the signature array of bloody 
hues: the first a naked female with a serpent 
entwining around her body, the second a solitary 
figure walking through the red light district, the 
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third a close-up study of a wrinkled hand with 
protruding veins. The fourth painting was from a 
strange perspective - looking through a window to 
a young woman lying on her bed reading in an 
oversized t-shirt, and then the fifth from the 
opposite perspective (the other side of the window 
looking out onto the shadowy figure among the 
trees outside). The sixth and last was the silhouette 
of a woman falling through water, her dress and 
hair billowing out in inky lines of dark red. 

“What do you mean you need more, Bram? I 
dropped some off just a few days ago!” Dean’s 
cheerful demeanor had been replaced with an 
incredulous tone. 

“I know. Dean, I know, but I’m nearly done. 
I’ve nearly finished the collection, and then I won’t 
need anymore, I swear.” 

“I dunno, Bram. I don’t think that’s a good idea. 
This isn’t like you.” 

“Dean, just get me some, get me some please.” 
Although his blood was positively boiling with 
rage, Bram had intended for his tone to sound 
imploring, instead it had come out much more 
vehement. 

He felt hot and agitated and was fervently 
pacing up and down the loft when Dean rung the 
bell. Dean reluctantly handed a small tin foil parcel 
to his friend with a facial expression that clearly 
showed a mixture of suspicion and sadness. Bram 
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thanked him hurriedly and explained that he had to 
get on with his work, excuses were made about 
needing to seize creative inspiration when it struck 
and he more or less slammed the door in Dean’s 
face. Bram didn’t have time for small talk, his body 
and mind were racing, his pulse was quick, his 
hands fluttering busily, he felt electric and bursting 
with energy. He put some music on and washed 
down some more tabs with a shot of whiskey. He 
could hear the colors, hear the blood singing and 
whispering to him as he rolled up his sleeves and 
he knew that he still had work to do. 


“Bram O'Donovan's much anticipated exhibition 
seems to tell a story of the human condition of existence. 
From everyday streets we walk down on the way to and 
from work, to seeking love and approval, and traversing 
the throes of life and death. It touches upon the desire 
for transient ascendance to discover our divine purpose 
and the true shape of the divine itself. O’Donovan has 
stepped away from his previous style, using an 
interesting color palette reminiscent of the very life 
force of humanity - blood. ” 

Excerpt from The Knightsbridge Telegraph newspaper. 

So, people had high opinions on the collection, 
but all Bram could think was: murder scenes, 
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murder victims, murder weapons, death, and 
insanity. 

The curator of the gallery handed him a glass of 
wine as people perused his exhibition. Bram stood 
admiring the final pieces to make up the collection 
- a montage of martyrs on the stained-glass 
windows of a church, followed by the back of a 
woman with her hands cuffed behind her; then a 
close-up of a fingertip pressing into the serrated 
edge of a knife and lastly, the outline of a girl 
standing against a backdrop of neon bar signs, 
huddled in a skimpy dress, high heels and a fur 
coat. He was impressed with himself for holding it 
together, given the state of things recently. Things 
had apparently gone awry with the last paintings 
because it was the first time he had come to with 
blood on his hands. It made everything seem a bit 
more real, a bit too close to home. 

*** 

Lately, Bram had been plagued with nightmares 
of the serpent coming back for him, of the police 
waiting to burst into his apartment with a warrant 
and find some piece of evidence he wasn’t aware 
of. He couldn’t even be fully certain of what he’d 
done. He still had no recollection of it, but he had 
a fair idea. The anxiety was getting worse and he 
self-medicated with whiskey. He would stand by 
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the window, scrutinizing the street below for any 
sign of police or strange figures out there that 
might know and come for vengeance. The snake 
continued to prowl in his dreams, urging him to 
purge of his sins, but how? 

Bram didn’t leave the apartment for weeks. He 
didn’t answer Dean’s missed calls. Sometimes he 
had food delivered, but he had mostly lost his 
appetite altogether. He constantly had the shakes; 
his nerves felt like they were full of fire under his 
skin, burning him from the inside out. Feverishly, 
he would whisper to himself, hugging his knees 
close to his chest and rocking back and forth. The 
answer in all its simplicity came to him in what he 
perceived as a moment of clarity, what the snake 
had been trying to tell him - to purge of his sins, to 
create balance and justice for his deeds, he would 
need to come full circle. Circle like the Ouroboros. 
He needed to become the Ouroboros. He needed to 
eat himself. 

“On Monday the 17th of December, emergency 
sendees responded to a 999 call at the premises of 
London artist Bram O ’Donovan. O ’Donovan was found 
at the scene preforming an act of Self-cannibalism. He 
is being treated and remains in serious condition. 
Police are investigating the residence on separate 
enquiries. ” 

Excerpt from The Knightsbridge Telegraph newspaper. 
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One of our greatest fears is the loss of our sanity. To 
lose one's self in our own mind is almost too frightening 
to contemplate. But what if we find within the deepest, 
darkest, depths of insanity our true self? 
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Don’t Call Me Crazy 


“...through me you enter into the city of woes, 
through me you enter into eternal pain, 
through me you enter the population of loss... ” 

Dante Alighieri 


one 

I can’t make out his face, but I have this 
overwhelming sensation that he is sadistic; I am 
petrified but also oddly excited- but not at the same 
time-it comes in waves. I feel like I know him 
somehow. I have no memory of how I got here, but 
the rotting odor of the room, the fog of revulsion, 
the stomach-churning confusion overpowered me, 
and it is all familiar. Thick, sickening tension fills 
the room like smoke. 
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He sits across the room on a small stool, 
hunched over, with his back to me; his beautiful, 
bare, glistening back. The room is dark, but I am 
still able to see the definition and strength in his 
beautifully tanned muscles and the longer I stare, 
the more... turned on I become. He wears tattered 
jeans and nothing else. All I can do is stand here, 
motionless - frightened into stone and comforted 
at the same time. I want to look over his shoulder 
to see what he is working on, but I am afraid of 
what I might see. Or afraid that I would like what I 
see. 

I feel different in this room, in my own body. I 
can’t decide if I am even me, sometimes I honestly 
can’t tell. Megara, the creepy, sick, twisted, 
troll.. .as I was called... I am strong now, in a sick 
way, and confident. I feel sexy standing here with 
this brawny, perfect man. I could be in danger right 
now but the longer I stare at this magnificent body 
in front of me, I’m not scared at all. I feel.. .free. 

There is an overwhelming sensation that there is 
someone else in this room. Dead or alive, I’m not 
sure, but there is a presence. That strong, vile odor 
I noticed earlier has become a comforting one. It 
smells like my paint. It’s blood. Blood. I am 
nervous but excited too - my palms are sweaty and 
sticky; I glance down at my hands and they are 
saturated, dripping with blood and pieces of 
someone else’s dried flesh. I wear torn jeans too, 
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and they are splattered in some parts, saturated in 
others, with a warm, heavy dampness. My bare feet 
are cmsted with old, dried blood, and I am standing 
in a puddle of... something. Bile maybe. I’m not 
sure. 

Blood is dried in the corners of my toenails and 
saying that I am confused is a bit of an 
understatement. I’m trying to make sense of this, 
but I can’t remember anything, not my name, not 
this house, not even how I got here. The only thing 
recognizable are my self-portraits lining the wall, 
all similar in color - brown rust and bright red 
shades. 

I know that I should be running out of here 
screaming in horror but this man... I feel like I am 
ready to do anything he tells me to do. He hasn’t 
even looked at me yet and my insides are in knots, 
but the good kind. ‘Perfection’ is not good enough 
of a word to use, but that’s all I have; his aura, his 
flesh... his motions, sometimes smooth and 
methodic, other times jerking and neurotic. His 
presence alone is euphoric; I feel high. 

In the midst of my indulgence on this new 
feeling, I realize that he may not know that he has 
an audience. No matter how hard I’m breathing 
though, he does not turn around or even pause. My 
eyes are locked on only him; I am curious about 
what he is doing, or who he is doing it to.. .I’m not 
even sure about where I am, but it feels familiar. It 
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also feels new... I don’t care right now; I just need 
to see his face. I can ask questions later. 

What began as erotic curiosity grows into a 
more frightened, stomach-turning nausea. As my 
eyes adjust to the thick darkness of the room, the 
images before me become more clear and distinct, 
though at this moment, I am wishing I were blind. 
I see the light coming through cracks in a taped 
window. I see sweat glistening from his forehead 
as he turns to the side and grabs what looks like a 
rusty... scalpel? His hands are covered in old 
blood. And new blood. 

My eyes lock on his bloody hands and then to 
the neatly arranged instruments he has set up near 
him on the dresser. My mind is trying to come to 
several conclusions. I assume I should be scared, 
but the gore that lies ahead of me makes me feel 
everything at once - Sick, excited, frightened... 
turned on... the throbbing between my legs is 
uncontrollable. What is wrong with me?!! 

I take a step closer, making the old floorboards 
creak and complain under my feet. He does not 
move. I look around me again. The room starts to 
smell more like mold and smoke; it has an antique, 
musty feeling. The furniture I can make out 
through the uncomfortable darkness as my eyes 
adjust, and it is all warped and aged. Paint is 
missing from almost every comer of the dresser, 
the nightstand. 
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I’m in a small cabin; there are chairs lined up 
behind me in what should be a living room. But 
there is little life here. Dried leaves are scattered on 
the floor and piles of dirt in other areas. It feels like 
home but it is getting frustrating that I feel like I 
should know what is happening or what has 
happened, but I don’t. I know this place, but I don’t 
at the same time. It’s like I have been asleep my 
whole life but being driven by some unrecognized 
force. I am hollow. I am empty. 

I notice in a comer of the room, a neatly folded 
pile of women’s clothing. I don’t recognize it. 

I see light coming from the bottom of a door -1 
guess it is the bathroom. I look around at the 
smoke-stained walls, a decaying wood crucifix 
next to a badly painted generic farm. My eyes stop 
there. It is a farm, but it looks like it was shadowed 
with blood. I start to look around me, and I see 
canvases lining the walls and floor, some blank, 
some not. Some are fields with trees; most are 
portraits of people... familiar people. All with 
evidence of blood in the shadows. There are paint 
cans in another corner of this open room, boxes 
with smaller paint tubes next to it. 

Dust and cobwebs fill the corners of the ceiling. 
I scan the room and the walls further, searching for 
more clues as to where I might be, or why. Paint is 
peeling off the walls, and it looks like someone 
made an attempt to paint over the cracks...with 
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blood. There are a paint roller and pan by the front 
door, with evidence of old blood and rotting flesh. 
From where I am standing and with a lack of light, 
I can’t tell. I hope I’m wrong, but I don’t think so. 
Small pieces of what looks like dried paper hung 
loosely from the ceiling...or is that skin? I never 
trusted my own brain, so these probable notions of 
what insanity look like do not move me at all. If I 
am insane, how will I know I am? I don’t think I 
would be able to tell. 

My wandering thoughts are interrupted by his 
movement. This perfect body of a man begins 
moving faster and more erratic by the bed, bringing 
my focus back to him. When he moves again to 
grab something from the dresser, I see her. Or, 
what I think was once a ‘her.' The only defining 
feature of this person is the long, curly red hair, 
matted with blood and what was probably bone 
fragments and flesh. Everything else about this 
body was unrecognizable. 

He slides away as if to show me what he has 
done. These are pieces of a person. I see what used 
to be a body, the arms and legs still barely attached 
to the torso by tendons and skin. The torso almost 
completely gutted. From what I can see, all of the 
organs are gone, an empty ribcage remains. Her 
breasts were ripped from her chest; they had 
been... scratched and cut violently until there was 
nothing left. Her face looks like it had been dug out 
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with a dull spoon; her nose, eyes, and tongue; 
everything was gone. 

As if anything else beyond this point could be 
any more horrific, he motions for me to look closer 
- her genitalia had also been carved out of her body. 
He had sliced her open from the anus, forward, and 
up to her pubic bone. The moment I realize what I 
am witnessing, he sits back and flings something 
upward, to the ceiling, making a noise when it hits. 
I move my eyes slowly up the wall until I’m 
peering at the ceiling over the bed and see the rest 
of her flesh, not paper, clinging overhead. My eyes 
have to be deceiving me, but it looks like he is 
cutting puzzle pieces out of her skin. The ceiling is 
coated in a motherfucking... blood-soaked... flesh 
jigsaw puzzle. 

I pant and choke for breath, grabbing at my 
chest with my bloody hands, clutching my sweater 
with my fist- trying to keep my heart from bursting 
through my collarbone. I stumble toward the 
dresser, expecting to pass out. I feel lightheaded 
and I am sure I am going to throw up violently. 
That’s when I notice it. My hand on my chest. But 
not on my chest. I can’t feel anything. I close my 
eyes and touch my sweater again, but there’s 
nothing. I have no feeling of any kind. No 
sensation or warmth of my hands...I have to be 
dreaming; I have to be. I feel like I am drowning. 
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No temperature, no texture. I can’t even feel my 
own breath, no oxygen filling my lungs. With all 
of the odors that are sure to be floating in the air, I 
smell nothing anymore. The odor of blood is gone. 
My limbs are completely numb, yet I am not 
unstable where I stand. I look around once more, 
reluctant to glance towards the bed. The only 
sensation I am certain of is the terror that fills my 
gut and it sits there, solid like concrete. 

My panicked gaze.. .finally meets his. His green 
eyes pierce through me. He stands on the other side 
of the body, only slightly spattered with her blood. 
He got up when I started to freak out. He must have 
been here a long while, set on taking his time with 
her. 

When our eyes met, I found my air. At that 
moment, his body language changes. His eyes 
relax as he gazes at me with longing. Fear melts 
away and I feel like me again. I remember who I 
am. This is my home, our home. These portraits of 
perfect faces or paintings I did. Of him. No one has 
ever existed in the history of time that looked like 
him. His hair is a perfect shade of caramel, emerald 
green eyes, and flawless skin- tanned and perfect; 
his features were strong and straight like stone. 
When our eyes met, a small grin appeared on his 
flawless, light pink lips. He is glad to see me. 

He looks down once more at what he’s done, 
wiping his hands on the back of his pants. He starts 
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to move in my direction - I tense and hold my 
breath, not moving my gaze from his face. He 
walks past me slowly, licking his lips, slowly 
tasting the blood on his fingertips. I let out a deep, 
heavy sigh... He steps back into the bathroom and 
shuts the door. I close my eyes to take this all in. 
My body tingles with excitement! The rush of this 
complete insanity charges every nerve ending of 
my being and the numbness and panic melt away. 
My panting is now not of terror but need. I am sure 
of it now.. .1 must be insane. If he wants to murder 
me the way he did this poor girl, I will welcome it 
and I will probably be aroused while I’m dying. 
Just the idea of those hands ripping me a part 
ignites every cell inside of me. 

What sent tremors and goose bumps across 
every inch of my skin is not this hollow, 
ritualistically mutilated corpse before me, it is 
his... perfectly charming scent... lavender. I am 
dizzy with madness. 

I am still enveloped with his scent, how his eyes 
were locked on me when he walked by, the way his 
tongue moved when he tasted her blood. I saw the 
many glorious details of his broad chest and 
perfectly chiseled face. His hands and bare feet 
were covered with blood, like mine. His torn jeans 
were stained with what looked like old paint but 
probably mostly blood. And instead of filling me 
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with horror, he filled my chest with fire and my 
stomach with butterflies. 

Although he looks collected and comprised, I 
can see the apprehension in his eyes and the 
sadness in his face; there are dark circles under his 
eyes that look more natural than from sleep 
deprivation, and they comfort me. Every feature of 
his face is defined and perfect... flawless. There 
was nothing here that I could ever be afraid of. 

I didn’t turn to follow him or watch him. I stand 
incredibly still; staring at the foot of the bed. When 
I know that my gut will not betray me and when I 
can once again feel the calm returning to my scalp 
and fingertips, I decided to take in this moment in 
its entirety. His beautiful work of art. 

My eyes move up the bed slowly, memorizing 
his work, his anger, and hate. I want to take in 
everything he has done, where his hands have been, 
his eyes. I want to memorize his smell and the 
sensations this gives me, because I don’t know 
when I will snap out of this or wake up. I’m still 
not sure if this is real or only a dream. My 
uncertainty of what this is only saddens me more. 
Wherever this man exists, I want to exist there, too. 
My eyes close as I completely melt into myself. 
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two 

My eyes fly open. He is gone and I am alone on my 
bed. Looking around the room, I see the same 
cracked, disgusting walls and missing paint from 
my dream. My paint cans and pan full of blood are 
untouched. I lie in bed thinking of death. Of loss. 
That’s when my eyes take me the one small 
photograph on the wall, my Mom. 

I don’t really remember what she looked like 
when she was younger. The only distinct memory 
I have of her is one New Year’s Eve when I was 
very little. Leading up to that day, she would sneak 
out of the house at odd hours of the night and return 
home covered in blood. My dad couldn’t figure out 
where she’d go or what she did... or whose blood 
those stains belonged to... New Year’s Eve and 
mom was in the kitchen, making treats. Treats no 
human would want. Some of the neighborhood 
pets had gone missing and here they were, hanging 
from our kitchen ceiling while Mom skinned them, 
trying to make home-made rawhide for a dog we 
didn’t have. 

My dad screamed at her a lot, “What have you 
done!” Mom would just laugh and laugh. And I 
was a little curious. What had she done? I had no 
grasp of anything wrong she ever did because it 
was Mom; Mom is my light so if she had a bright 
idea, it was bright in my honest opinion. Even my 
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big sister was crying, which she rarely did. I 
remember thinking that if you have somehow upset 
Midge, you must have done something awful 
because she had guts of steel and the will of a 
concrete wall. Nothing could move her. What is 
rawhide made of, anyway? 

Mom had been sick for a long time, but no one 
talked about it and somehow, she was treated like 
everything was always her fault. I didn’t know it at 
the time, but she was the only person who would 
ever know what it felt like, to be sick, to be 
functional, to be mentally ill, and have no control. 
And then everyone blames you. You want to have 
control, but you just don’t. Your body and hands 
move in ways you don’t agree with, but there’s 
nothing you can do. 

Any insane idea or project she could think up 
was brilliant, to me anyway but to everyone else, 
she was unhinged. One particularly beautiful 
summer day, she stripped me of every piece of 
clothing and then herself, coated us in different 
paints and danced around our front yard holding 
brushes, using our bodies as palettes. Mom said 
green by itself is just too boring. We thought it was 
brilliant. I loved my mom’s brain and her artistic 
acumen, and I love painting to this day. It makes 
all awful things in my life less awful, less 
confusing. But Dad was very angry. He was always 
angry. 


56 



SARAH WITT 


And now, all we have is my dad, Rand. I’m 19 
now, and I feel like I need my mom more than ever. 
She’s the only one who could understand me or 
even care to try. Mom’s absence somehow made 
him better, which was more upsetting for me. The 
fact that he was happier and more complacent 
made it seem like she was holding him back. She 
wasn’t. She was ill. Like I am ill. And I don’t hold 
anyone back. Yet he talks of her like she was less. 
Less of a person, less of a mother, just less... I do 
admit, he had a large job though, to absorb all of 
her tantrums. Absorb her fits and rage. And he 
became numb and robotic which would make it 
easier for him to deal with me after she died. 

I have nightmares. The worst nightmares. I am 
myself, but most of the time, not. I can see myself 
carrying out acts of extreme violence and hate, but 
I have no control. I’m sure I’m dreaming but 
honestly, I can’t tell sometimes. I carve them and 
cut them out of their skin when I’m done with 
them. As their punishment, but also my own. 
Sometimes I am welcomed, the punishment is 
wanted or just accepted, and sometimes they fight 
back. I win every time. 

Not a night passes that I don’t wake up in a 
violent frenzy. This continued all through high 
school and my dad was too worried of what may 
happen if I left home, so I didn’t. I stayed in our 


57 



DON’T CALL ME CRAZY 


central Kentucky town and was honestly relieved. 
Not a lot of people, not a lot of eyes. 

I’m starting a new job soon, in Dad’s butcher 
shop. Somehow this feels like a bad idea, but I 
won’t question him or sister. Rand and Midge 
always knew best. And I knew never to question 
them because apparently, I never know what I’m 
talking about. Because I’m crazy. I hate when they 
call me that. 

It’ll get me out of the house and give me 
something to do, to put me in a place where Rand 
can see me, every day. Working with meat... 
carving and butchering was a lot more erotic to me 
than it should be. I feel odd. I feel different. I am 
different. I want to work and be a functional 
member of society, but it’s as if there are three of 
me. Three of me. Three of me. Fighting to live, 
fighting to breathe. Fighting for control. I never 
had a lot of friends so when co-workers try to bully 
me; there is so much struggle going on in my mind 
that I can barely hear them anyway. With Midge 
moving away, I’ll be without my sister; I’ll be half 
a person. Half a soul. And I want to be even less. 
The less I am, the better I feel. 
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three 

I was having a really hard time after Midge left for 
school, so Dad let me stay the night with him for a 
few days while I adjust... much to his dismay. He 
bought this small cabin for me after graduation and 
honestly, I think he secretly wished I would die a 
horrible accident. He ‘gifted’ me a lot of his 
cooking knives and gardening tools. Two things I 
never do. Either way, they are handy to have...for 
other things. 

Rand lay asleep in his tattered rocking chair, the 
tv on mute, windows open. The cool air swims in 
this old house, bringing summer alive. Everything 
else in this creaky old house is still. I hear nothing, 
but then, something. Crackling, humming, but it 
isn’t in my room, it is in my head. I open my eyes. 
Ripping. I sit up. And it grows louder. I stand 
without meaning to. I have no control over myself. 

I move myself across the guest room, not 
feeling the cool floor under my feet, not feeling the 
air in my lungs. I creep out of the room and towards 
the stairs, passing the hallway mirror. What I see 
are the unfamiliar green eyes of a woman I do not 
know. Beautiful complexion and snow-white hair. 
This is me? Or it isn’t? She’s looking at me like I 
am not welcome, like she is pained by jealousy. 
The cool breeze disrupts my hallucination and I 
turn toward the window at the end of the hall and 
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glance down the stair case. I look back at the mirror 
and she is gone. I don’t remember where I was 
going so I stand there, waiting for my memory to 
return. 

Crackling, heavy breathing. I close my eyes and 
inhale slowly. Lavender. He’s here somewhere. 

The lavender breeze moves through the house, 
and I let it move me, letting it point me in the 
direction it needs me to go. I’m sure I’m sleeping, 
but I can see the house through static. I move in a 
way that is not me. Moving down the staircase, I 
drag my fingernails into the wall, as deep and as 
hard as I can, leaving marks, and making my 
fingers bleed. I feel nothing. I let myself into the 
garage, towards the meat freezer. 

And crawl inside. I am still for a long time. 
Breathing in the icy air, it feels good and it hurts. 
Without meaning to or even wanting to, my hands 
brush over my panties, and I start to rub myself 
over and over... Moving my hips, letting the 
discomfort turn me on, using the frozen meat that 
had been in there for some time... I don’t even 
know how long I’ve been in here and I can’t get 
out. I don’t struggle; I don’t fight or scream. 

These movements are not my own. These hands 
do not feel like my own. This is insane and I want 
to stop. But I don’t. The pleasure is overwhelming, 
thinking of Mirik and those hands... I try to stop 
myself but during this internal struggle, I get there. 
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Oh my god, am I there! I sink down and I’m 
relaxed. Euphoric. Intense. If Mirik was anywhere, 
he was there with me. 

I wait. Hours pass probably and I hear nothing. 
And then commotion. A frenzy. Stomping and 
shuffling. It continues for what feels like days. I 
have no idea. I hear footsteps right outside the 
freezer. Suddenly, the door flings open. “Are you 
fucking serious??” “Meg!” I feel warm hands 
grabbing at me and throwing me to the ground, 
wrapping me in blankets. Somewhere in the 
commotion, I black out. Silence. For what feels 
like several eternities. I hear muffles at first, like 
I’m under a pillow. 

“Please don’t fight me on this, sis, I cannot do 
this by myself. I thought I could, but I can’t kid 
myself like I did with Mom. I know, sweetie. I have 
to, though! Do you need me to tell you what she 
was doing in there??...” Dad sobs. 

“Midge, I have to do something with her then, 
because I know I can’t. You have no idea... They 
will take care of her, I’m sure of it... I know you 
will do what you want, but I’m telling you that’s 
not the answer here, she will not be better. I can 
take her when she wakes up and she will be fine 
there, I promise...she won’t even know what’s 
happening, that’s how great it is...” 

And their conversation continues like this for 
several hours, Rand sobbing off and on and in 
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between cries, he tells Midge that moving home 
won’t fix me. In and out of the blackness, there are 
several sets of eyes, other breaths that are not my 
own but struggling for control of the same chest 
cavity. What is happening to me... who are we? 

There is at least a small tinge of familiarity here, 
in this abandoned part of my brain. I imagine those 
green eyes, that lavender scent, those hands. 
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four 

Rand’s Ribs. My new job to go with my new home, 
a small, 2-room cabin in the woods. Even though I 
could most definitely hurt myself, I think Dad is 
fine with it as long as it isn’t in his house. After my 
accident, Midge came home without hesitation. It 
had only been a few months, but it felt like a life 
time. 

One stipulation was medication. No matter how 
vacant or numb it made me, she didn’t care. Midge 
forced me to go to the doctor. He recommended 
Electroconvulsive Therapy, as in... ‘Shock 
Therapy’ but we left with medicine. For a second, 
I saw my sister consider this, listening to the 
workings of this device, meant to cause seizures by 
sending electric pulses through my brain, affecting 
my memory as if this were a good thing. I’m not 
sure why this would ever be okay. I feel fine. I feel 
fine. I feel fine. 

Other than the crinkling, the huffing, the breaths 
in my ear that belong to no one. 

She takes me back to work and leaves without 
saying anything. She probably feels bad. I’m glad 
she’s here. 

Customers come in and out, ordering thick beef 
cuts, bacon, and ground sirloin, all giving me looks 
like I’ve poisoned their meat. I am robotic like this 
until closing time. When I feel alive. 
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The freezer was the mosstttt... missy... it was 
the most... 

Ugh, I can’t focus sometimes. This brain of 
mine gets all fuzzy. 

I can’t collect my thoughts. It’s like my wires 
are getting crossed somewhere in there. I touch my 
forehead and squeeze the bridge of my nose. 

I stand there, blank-faced. Nowhere to go. All 
this meat. All this blood. A fresh new shipment was 
there somewhere and I needed it before it froze. 

After my co-workers walk out chattering, 
looking over their shoulders at me in disgust... yes, 
I notice that, too, I un-bag my empty paint cans and 
go looking for that shipment. Waiting for me, it 
seems, by the back door. It takes me a few minutes 
to drag this fleshy beautiful hog to the hanging 
room, but I get it in there and wrack it. It was 
probably heavy but I am so excited I feel like I 
could do anything and lift anything. 

Walking back to get my paint cans, I pass my 
reflection. But it isn’t MY reflection? I am... jaw- 
dropping. Platinum blonde curls cut in a bob, 
sparkling green eyes, smooth, perfect skin, slim but 
curvy. I am not this woman. She isn’t me. But I can 
see myself through her eyes. She looks disgusted 
and angry with me and I have no idea why. I look 
behind me and down the hall... empty. I turn back 
slowly, hearing the rustling, heavy breathing 
behind me. This time... it is him. The man from 
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my dreams. Or nightmares. Relieved that he’s still 
here, and he is very real. 

He grins at me. I grin at me. 

He looks like the first time I saw him in that 
cabin, bare-chested and bloody. Love at first sight. 

I turn to face the hallway but just stand there, 
paint cans in hand. 

More crackling, more heavy breathing. This 
time, whispers... 

She walks, he walks, I walk, down the hallway 
to the rack room, setting the paint cans underneath 
the body. I slit its throat just enough to let the blood 
drain into my can. The scent is hypnotic, blood 
fumes filled the small room and I completely relax. 
I watch it drip for only a moment, holding my hand 
underneath, catching a little on my fingertip. I walk 
over to my reflection in the window and applied it 
to my lips; her lips, I like how warm it feels. 
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five 

I don’t remember how I make it back to my cabin, 
but I’m here. I was happy only moments ago, but 
now I am heavy and I cannot move. 

I can hear the faint lullaby of Edith Piaf s voice 
but muffled, like I am underwater. My hands are 
dry and cracking, coated in dried blood... under 
my nails... in the creases of my hands... I sit in the 
tub confused. And crying. I don’t know where I 
am. But I am home. I can see my stacks of paint 
cans and the many beautiful self-portraits in blood 
that I’ve collected lining the bare floor. I can see 
my bed from where I am, unmade yellow sheets 
and bloody... limbs of someone that I don’t know 
or recognize. That red, flowy hair, the only thing 
recognizable about her at this point. I look up to the 
ceiling and see Mirik’s jigsaw masterpiece, and 
warm tears fall down my face. This I remember. 

And I hear it again... Crackling and huffing in 
my ear while I sob. A soothing male voice trying 
to sing along... 

Please, Mirik, stop singing... 

He continues anyway, as if he’s trying to 
comfort me. 

Who am I? 

Who are we? 

I want to die in this tub. 
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My heart is pounding so hard in my chest that 
my ribs and bones become sore. 

I hear more muffles and then keys rattling in the 
distance. 

“MegaraH” Midge screeches in horror. 

From the tub, I can see her. I watch her look 
around the room at the gutted body, the 
instruments, at my paintings, my paint cans... and 
I watch her as blood drips down on her from the 
ceiling. She looks up and sees Mink’s jigsaw 
puzzle but doesn’t react... I can see how hard she is 
breathing but she manages to remain calm. 

She walks slowly to the bed and looks at this 
person up and down, she turns to me and slips a 
little in the blood on the floor. I expect to see horror 
and disgust on her face. She is pale, but there is 
nothing; no emotion. 

She runs to me and grabs my bloodied hands, 
looking over me while I continue to sob. She falls 
to her knees and hangs her head, pressing her 
forehead to the side of the tub, near my hand. 
Midge looks at me with pity in her eyes, touching 
my cheekbone. She crawls into the tub with me, 
sitting behind me and cradling me like a child. I’m 
able to stop crying. 

She looks just like mom. She feels just like 
mom. 

She bmshes my blood-matted hair from my face 
and kisses my head. 
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“Don’t cry, Megara,” she manages to whisper 
sweetly, “I will fix it. You didn’t know... 
sweetheart,” she swallows hard... “And this is not 
your fault.” Something Mom would always say to 
me. 

We sit in the tub for a while, and she strokes my 
hair, holding my hand, humming along to the 
music. 

Mirik and Missy hum along to the music, too. 

By now, my record starts to skip but we just sit 
there and listen. 

Hours pass. 

“I should get started, Meg, I need to clean this... 
probably burn most of it.” I can tell she’s trying to 
be calm, but I can hear how dry her mouth is by the 
way she pauses and constantly licks her lips. 

“Don’t move my paintings...” I manage to say 
through my silent sobbing. 

She crawls out of the tub and walks into the 
bedroom to assess fully I’ve done. What he did. 
What we did. What she made us do. I watch her 
admire my artwork on the walls, slightly grinning 
I notice, and when she starts to clean, she leaves all 
of my pieces untouched, undisturbed. She pulls 
back a pillow, and a severed foot falls to the floor. 
She pauses only for a second, not taking her eyes 
off of me. She then continues with pillow in hand, 
bringing it to me so I can sleep, ignoring the blood 
stains on it. 
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I’m comfortable and calm. I listen as she cleans, 
scraping the dried skin from the ceiling. I watch her 
for a while, relaxed, sinking into the tub, and drift 
off. 

In my dream, I see him again. Mirik. He’s 
worried and desperate for me to stay with him. I’m 
staring at my reflection in this bathroom, and it’s 
him. Frantic that I might leave him but I promise 
him that I won’t. As he is holding my face through 
the mirror with his bloodied hands, with warm 
tears streaming down his face, Missy appears, 
angry and jealous. She wants to kill me but she 
can’t. Mirik would leave her if she did...the two 
argue while I stare at myself in the mirror. 

When I open my eyes, I’m lying under Midge 
as she stretches up from the ladder, scraping the 
puzzle off of the ceiling. I’m playfully making 
blood angels from the puddles on the floor, 
remembering Mom in the snow. I smile up at 
Midge and she smiles down at me as if she’s 
remembering the same. 

I’m startled awake, and I hear screaming 
outside. It’s Dad, standing at the door. He is 
shaking and furious. 

Instead of calling the police, he allows Midge to 
finish cleaning my mess. Once she’s done, she then 
cleans herself, and then me, slowly patting me and 
scrubbing the dried blood from my hair, skin, and 
nails. It takes her a long time. We do not say 
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anything and the record is still skipping. Dad is 
waiting outside, holding the door to his pickup 
open and not making eye contact with me. 

“Where are we going?” 

No one answers. 

I crawl inside of the cab and ask again. 

“Where, Midge?” I’m starting to get scared. 

Still nothing. The two pile in and we sit in 
silence for what feels like 50 million years. 

We pull up to Waverly, the nearest sanitarium, 
the nearest home for ‘crazies.’ 

I feel so betrayed. And sick. I trusted them! 

Two huge men come out wearing scrubs, 
expecting me to put up a fight. I don’t. I can’t. They 
still insist walking arm to arm, holding me in case 
I decide to run. I’m looking up at the stoic building 
while tears stream down my face. Vines make their 
way up the sides of the dark brick building and the 
glass in the windows look like they haven’t been 
cleaned in a while. 

I’m sure I blacked out a few times from fear. 

When I’m coherent enough, they move me to 
the social room. Social, but no one is being social. 
They are all medicated. I feel different somehow. I 
have no strange aches or pains; I have no lust for 
the smell of blood, or feel of it. I feel nothing. I’m 
hollow. I’m empty. I do not feel Missy or Mirik in 
my brain anymore. They are gone. Both of them. 
No crackles, no breath. No sweet lullabies. 
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Days pass this way, or maybe months; I’m not 
really sure, and here I sit, looking out of the muggy 
window. There are grassy fields; there are trees 
moving slightly with the breeze. It’s now autumn 
and the colors are changing. What beautiful colors! 
All I do is stare. I’m lonely here, and Dad and 
Midge do not visit anymore. 

My appointments of electroconvulsive therapy 
seem to be helping, but they are very painful. I’m 
able to shut my brain off when they zap me; it’s all 
I can do to keep from swallowing my teeth from 
biting too hard. I can see glimpses of them, Mirik 
and Midge, but they have horrendous bums on 
their faces and arms. Sometimes I think the mad 
scientist of a doctor is using us to experiment and 
the sine-wave currents are way too high and the 
ECT device is left on for way too long. 

The more currents firing through my brain, the 
less I see them. Less I hear them. No crackling or 
heavy breathing. I finally know complete silence. 

I sat outside after treatment one day. I was 
thinking of the red-headed woman who was carved 
and gutted beyond recognition. I can almost smell 
her insides. I think of the way her blood felt on my 
hands and in between my toes, the puzzle pieces 
Mirik carved for me. I miss it. I miss them. 

My time outside was over, and I was wheeled 
back to my usual social spot when I hear it. I hear 
them. 
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The crackling and heavy breathing. At first, I 
am terrified; if anyone finds out, they will tighten 
those straps and turn that knob higher and higher. 
I try to ignore them and suppress it. When the 
seizures come, my eyeballs throb and every nerve 
in my body is on fire. 

I close my eyes to concentrate, breathing slowly 
to ease the intensity of the pulses in my brain. I try 
to resist them and their sweet sounds of insanity, 
the delicious texture of this kind of ‘crazy’. 

Whispers intensify, and I can hear ripping and 
tearing. 

I’m sobbing violently in my chair, unable to 
move. I do not want this. I hate this and I wish they 
would go away. They made me do those things and 
I didn’t want to do them! I do not want them. 

But I DO want them. I’m less of me without 
them. Whatever we are together, that’s what we 
are. 

Nurses rush to calm me but I cannot be calm at 
this point. I thought Mirik and Missy hated me and 
I felt so alone, but I see that they don’t and they 
can’t. They are me and I am them. By this point, 
they’ve moved me to the floor while I sob into the 
cold stone. They’re trying to lower my pants just 
slightly to expose my butt cheek, just enough to 
inject me with... something... Missy and Mirik are 
watching stoically at first, as if waiting for me to 
accept this, waiting to die. When my body rejects 
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that anti-psychotic medication and my 
subconscious grips them refusing to let them go, 
they cheer and laugh wildly. They love me and they 
won’t leave, no matter how much of their skin 
melts away. 

“We are real, Megara, we will never leave you 
again... we are real,” Mirik whispers sweetly to 
me. He’s leaning over my head, lightly touching a 
paint brush to my forehead. 

My crying slowly morphs into laughter and I 
feel another sting of the needle in my butt cheek. I 
sob and laugh at the same time. 

“What is it, Meg? Can you tell me if you’re in 
pain? What do you see?” One of the nurses asks. 

“I’m not crazy...” I manage to croak out, half 
delirious with laughter, half moaning in 
discomfort. 

“... I am real... I am real...” I whisper into the 
cold floor. 
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A writers group can be an enjoyable experience. The 
members can provide advice and support , but 
sometimes they can kill with kindness or crush the 
creative spirit. The not so innocent members of this 
writers group discover that looming death is the 
harshest critic of all. 
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There Will Be Cookies 


As a courtesy, before you begin l ask you to 
inhale and exhale and repeat - Ego forma. Ego 
forma. Ego forma. 

This sentence is supposed to lure you from the 
mundane affairs of your lives and coax your 
attention into a journey across a metaphoric River 
Styx. But I am not Kharon, so I will not submit to 
your predilections. I would much rather subject 
you to mine. The words on these pages flow with 
arcane magic. Every letter is squishing through 
your gray matter and binding to your thoughts. 
Don’t look away to spot-check the surroundings. 
I’ve told you what I have done. Each blink, each 
breath, each gesture belongs to these words until 
they have reached an end. 
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You have one purpose: to serve as a witness to 
an impending act of betrayal and murder, but 
before you can do that, I have to delicately 
transfigure your mind to see what I see, to 
understand what I understand. 

A saying exists, “There is joy in repetition.” I 
have yet to experience that feeling, but I continue 
with the ritual. Every Monday at 5:55 pm, I arrive 
and park outside the Cornerstone Bookstore. I 
adjust an askew stainless-steel ring on my index 
finger to reveal the perfect embodiment of my 
persona, a skull. After a few meditative breaths, I 
remove the key from the ignition, reach into the 
passenger’s seat, open a brown paper sack, and 
triple check that it contains an excerpt from a story 
I’m crafting. My life’s blood. Six identical sets of 
5,000 words that I parcel out as sacrificial lambs 
for my writers group. Today, after twenty weeks, 
the repetition is ending. True, it’s unfolding as 
usual so far, but I've brought two catalysts of 
change - you are one. Can you sense the other? 

It’s there. Behind me, a vintage Tuscany 
medicine bag idly sitting in the backseat. It's almost 
the spitting image of the one made famous by Jack 
the Ripper. There is one slight difference. Asylum 
is stamped on its leather exterior. The word 
reflecting backwards in the truck’s mirror 
emanates a sinister quality. I am excited and 
tormented that my bag’s contents will serve as an 
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unexpected source of dissolution. The arousal to 
fulfill my role prods me to grab the rough handle 
and exit my vehicle. 

Smell that? How can I count on you if you are 
never aware of your surroundings? 

There is a stale smell in the outdoor air. Not 
musky. Stale! Stay with me and don’t assign your 
perceptions to my words. The pungent, but not 
necessarily, unpleasant odor is lingering at your 
nostrils. A faint trace of dried blood and decaying 
pages from an old book. Breathe it in. It’s the actual 
smell of the world. That’s it. Let the scent make 
you one with the words. A mage of its subtext. Not 
only is your sense of smell mutating, but there’s 
something else ticking away at your brain like a 
second hand on a clock. 

Tick. Tick. Tick. 

An awakening is churning inside of you that 
will allow you to see beyond the curtain of reality. 

First, the smell. Now, agony, a laceration of a 
razor blade cutting into your eyeballs. Enjoy the 
pain of removing the film that has kept you blind. 

Look! 

Peer from the corner of your new eyes. See the 
man sitting at the patio table just to the left to the 
bookstore’s entrance calmly stirring a metal spoon 
in a glass coffee cup resting on a saucer. I know 
you see him because I directed you to him - average 
looks, T-shirt promoting pop culture trash, 
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immaculate black and white saddle oxford shoes. 
Settle your thoughts. I know what you are doing. It 
only takes one-tenth of a second after a first 
impression to slam the mallet of judgment, but I 
misdirected you about one thing. It’s not a man. 
Look deeper. Sure. If you undress him, the dangly 
pieces will be all there, but it’s not the body that 
classifies a person. It’s the agreement, and the spirit 
dwelling in that body will only confess to its true 
identity. It takes pride in what it is, one of many 
innumerable beings that naturally see outside of the 
reality constructed by the great architects. In fact, 
its kind relishes their gift so much that they are 
locked in an endless game of keep away. They 
know as long as mortal minds are busy, none will 
ever see beyond themselves, much less awaken to 
the truth of all things. Trickery and eliciting 
negative emotions is the paint on the daemon’s 
palette. Public places, especially anywhere books 
inhabit, are the best locations to administer their 
discreet influence. Why? Human souls need books 
and daemons need human souls. 

Ting. Ting. Ting 

There is a cadence to the soft clink of metal 
against the glass. 

Ting. Ting. Ting 

The rhythm creates ringlets that ride the surface 
of the coffee and pass through the cup. The 
oblivious souls won’t hear the melody, but the 
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curious are drawn right into the chords that are now 
dancing in the landscape of your mind. It’s 
mesmerizing. The allure to carnage always is. If I 
were you, I’d stop listening. It will lead you to the 
eyes of the daemon. Contact equals influence. 
You’ll have approximately five seconds before you 
become its surrogate. The mental destabilization it 
induces is the child who suddenly has a tantrum in 
the store. It’s the man, loving smile, replaced with 
coldness and brutality. It’s the woman that flashes 
into resentment and discontentment that’s 
inexplicable. It’s the member in my writer's group 
that cannot resist malevolent subtext hidden in her 
opinions. The path in and out of the bookstore 
bustles with people who could not turn away from 
the cacophony of the spoon. 

I feel your scorn for the daemon. Why? It’s well 
known that gods, daemons, nor humans can tempt 
souls into doing anything they wouldn’t freely 
devote their time. 

Even so, you still hate the daemon. Do you think 
you are better than the daemon? How much pain 
have you caused? What twisted secret do you keep 
in the dark? You can’t hide it. These words connect 
us. I know the truth, and you are not much 
different. You are just blind to your nature. I can 
sense your world beyond these pages only serves 
as a backdrop for your movement. You are aware 
of very little, your cycle, the things you worship, 
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and sometimes not even that. If you took the time, 
right now, to comprehend your setting, what would 
you see? 

Come back. Don’t let your thoughts drift too far 
away. Pay attention to, for example, the signs on 
this bookstore I’m about to enter. Murder on that 
one. Rape. Even that one, incest. But instead, you 
see, “The Clandestine Molly” “Conspiracy of 
Humiliation” and “The Hills Betwixt Us” wrapped 
in glorious graphic shells. Packaging is the 
seductress, but the core of the images is a passenger 
in everyone’s soul. 

You live in a world shrouded with subtle yet 
nefarious intentions to keep you fascinated, 
intrigued, perplexed and in a strange way 
immortal. I know this because I help sow the seeds. 
I am a writer. 

Stepping inside the bookstore, I can’t help but 
flash a wry smile at the menagerie of wooden 
bookshelves accented by brick walls and aligned 
next to plush seats. A spider web of comfort that 
tempts all to lose themselves in whichever delusion 
their little heart’s desire. Comics, novels, history, 
educational books, whatever. They all serve the 
same purpose to oil the cogs of the finite 
hallucination. As the people read, I watch them 
numb to the shadows, even as they immerse 
themselves. Ironically, all reality once existed in a 
realm without illumination. The Void. Shapeless. 
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Everything and nothing; free until it was imagined 
into form as the first spark of life. The scholars, the 
soothsayers, the scribes have been running from 
the Void ever since, inventing and reinventing the 
subliminal parameters of “how things are.” When 
reality shifts, writers are there; minions who force 
the subconscious into serif and sans serif. Our 
ingredients, conflict, suspense, brewed with sin 
cast the perfect mesmerizing spell. The deeper the 
mystery, the more wicked the works of the flesh, 
the greater the curiosity, the tighter the shackles to 
the material and immaterial worlds. Most writers, 
like me, are conscious of their roles in the scheme 
of things, but others, like the foolish members in 
my writers group, are completely fucking clueless. 
It’s a pity. Not a single one of them knows. For 
fuck’s sake, they call themselves writers and don’t 
understand their purpose. That lack of knowledge 
did not work out well with my last group. 

In the back of the store, the ceremony has 
already begun. Everyone is here and in the throes 
of reading someone’s work. This is the setting that 
you are here to witness. Granted, the incident won’t 
happen until we have gone through everyone’s 
critique and I turn in my story for review. I know, 
going through the motions is annoying. You want 
action, mystery, and violence. I get it! I am with 
you. I am ready to open the bag now. But, we have 
to go through the moments until it peaks. Even if 
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it, unfortunately, releases you back into the 
monotony of your life, which I promise I will do. 

Let’s be in the now. Take a good look at them, 
my writers group. I’ll give you an introduction, but 
it will be lackadaisical and simplified. All I need to 
do is familiarize you with that one “sweet spot’’ 
that drives their persona and exploit it. Little else 
about them matters. Once you understand the one 
thing that motivates a person you can dissect them 
like a lab animal, pin the flesh back and dig into 
them. Don’t be fooled. No matter how often it is 
told or said, there are no three-dimensional 
characters. The Greeks got it right by creating one 
note gods and goddesses, so if there is no 
dimension in higher beings... 

.. .there is definitely none in the lower ones. 

Like clockwork, Dr. Skeptic, the Schoolmarm, 
and Chasity Lass pause to acknowledge my 
presence as I enter into their sphere. 

Late, as usual, the harmony of their sarcastic 
minds piercing their blank faces is priceless. For a 
brief second, there is a noticeable shift in their 
vibrations. Then it happens. A double-take strictly 
focusing on the unfamiliar bag. The energy 
emanating from the silent inspection is so intense 
it evokes Insecure Lad, the Bookworm, and the 
Published One to turn away from their activities for 
a brief moment. 

Yes. We’re breaking routine tonight. 
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I don’t even bother to take stock of their 
expressions yet. I want to savor that moment when 
I open the bag. I take a seat and position myself in 
an empty seat at the head of the table in the back. I 
love the spot because the dim lighting casts me in 
beautifully ominous shadows. It’s the perfect 
demeanor for what’s coming. At times like these, 
it’s almost as if I wrote the setting for myself. 
Which, in full disclosure, is true because we are all 
authors of our actualities, but I’ll concede this to 
serendipity. 

Sorry. Did 1 break from the narrative and focus 
solely on myself? My apologies. Sometimes my 
thoughts can become too erratic, even for me. I 
think I have a pinch ofA.D.D. Let’s refocus. 

I’ll work through this slowly. I am laying my 
brown paper sack on the tabletop, staring down the 
length of the table. A plate of cookies immediately 
comes into focus, seeing them all sitting under the 
sword of Damocles saddens me. A faint wave of 
anxiety washes over me. My stomach chums. Even 
when I know what’s coming, and I've watched 
death with glee countless times, it’s always a rush 
my essence won’t let me escape. For a brief 
moment, I pause and the bag slips from my fingers 
to the floor. 

THUD. 

The sound disrupts Chasity Lass sitting to my 
left, causing her to jolt as if she had been caught in 
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the middle of a lewd act. She attempts to look 
directly into my eyes, but I avert my gaze. 

Sniff. Sniff. 

Despite the hint of vanilla perfume, it appears 
the daemon’s stench on her is at an all-time high. 
Now, I am faced with a dilemma, relinquish my 
place of perceived anointment or remain next to the 
“Sulfur Queen.” 

Before I can act on my thought, contrary to her 
demeanor, she does something right on cue. She 
reaches down and slides the plate close to me. 

“Chocolate Chip Cookie?” 

“No, thanks.” 

“They are homemade. I made one for each of 
you.” 

I purse my lips, shake my head, and wave my 
hand no. Then I push the plate back to its original 
resting place. Chasity Lass slightly cocks her neck, 
furrows her eyebrows and bows her lips, the 
universal facial reaction to rudeness. After a brief 
moment, she returns to her review. The Bookworm 
leans in and interrupts with a low voice, “Those 
cookies look so damn good, but I said no, too. I 
read the Young Poisoner’s Handbook, and I never 
eat “homemade” food in social gatherings. So, 
what’s with the doctor’s bag?” 

“It’s a prop,” I whisper back without my typical 
sardonic inflection. 
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He slinks back into his seat and nervously peers 
at the Doctor’s bag. I assess by his idle time that 
his story is being read. He is fidgety, waiting, and 
my answer didn’t satiate his curiosity. It seems he 
is more worried about it than receiving his 
upcoming feedback. Every other glance is fixated 
on the bag. Based on everything he’s ever revealed 
about his personality, stories help him formulate 
his reality. I know he is thinking the worst. Don’t 
emulate him. Stop trying to work out what I have 
in the bag. You have no fucking clue. 

Buzz, the group’s timer releases the shackles. 

The pain of reading has ended. Now, other than 
having their stories read, it’s most everyone’s 
favorite moment - time to give their personal 
commentaries. Bookworm slyly reaches for his pen 
and symbolically erects an invisible shield to 
protect him from the incoming onslaught of 
criticisms. 

“I’ll go first,’’ boasts the Schoolmarm. 

“I’ve marked up all the proverbial saboteurs in 
your grammar and word usage. I won’t talk about 
those...those are the least of your issues.” She 
shifts in her seat, pushes her glasses to the brim of 
her nose, and scratches another mark onto a page 
already covered in a sea of red. Despite the ban on 
red pens in many schools due to negative 
connotations, Schoolmarm takes pride in her 
crimson correction tool. Hopefully, tonight we 
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won’t have to hear her rant against the 
establishment conforming to soothe people’s 
feelings. 

“Everyone knows you read a lot of books,” 
wisps from her mouth. 

The mere mention of books sparks liveliness in 
the Bookworms’ dull eyes. No other activity has 
given his life more meaning than reading. Without 
it, he would have slipped back into the Void long 
ago. 

“I love reading. I read a new book every other 
day. Just yesterday, I started a great vintage gem 
by Hank Janson, The...” 

“Maybe you should stop reading and focus on 
your writing,” curtly rolls off the Schoolmarm’s 
tongue. She sorts through the pages circling long 
paragraphs in blood red. 

“These are just a few examples. I don’t hear 
your voice. I hear other author’s voices. Your 
writing is too pastiche. Reading is fine, but 
subconsciously stealing from other books is not. I 
think you are going to have to make a decision. Are 
you a reader or a writer?” 

Schoolmarm makes one final edit. A small curl 
sneaks to the edge of her lips and she passively 
speaks, “I say, if you love to read so much, you 
should do that.” 

The light in the Bookworm’s eyes is snuffed 
out, but he fights not to show it. For the remainder 
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of his feedback, he nods and shakes his head, but 
he is no longer with us. 

Don’t feel sorry for him. If there was no truth in 
Schoolmarm’s statement, nothing could have taken 
the light from his eyes. Maybe, he knows he is just 
a reader. Perhaps he needs social connections and 
loves to sit in the presence of other writers and 
pretend alongside them. Maybe, this is his fourth 
writers group and he joined to viciously murder 
wannabe writers who don’t know their purpose or 
maybe that is something that you are formulating. 

Shit, you have too many racing thoughts! 

Why were you thinking negatively about 
Schoolmarm when I was telling you about the 
Bookworm’s deficiencies? Look, until you’ve read 
the Bookworm’s work you have no way to know 
the validity of her assessment. Truth be told, 
Schoolmarm’s sea of red is a godsend for everyone 
in the writers group, so contending with her passive 
aggressive tendencies is the price of doing 
business. It’s a common trade secret, most writers 
suck at grammar, word usage, and surprisingly, 
story structure. There is an unsung cabal called 
editors that labor like trolls collecting coins at 
bridges trying to turn hacks into celebrated 
sensations. 

Schoolmarm is this writers group’s troll, but in 
more ways than these exploiters realize. 
Remember the slight curl of her lips. That was a 
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smile. She had just made an additional false 
correction. Her trade secret. You want one of her 
thoughts. 

Goddamn, they shouldn’t be so dumb. 

She considers her duplicitous actions delightful 
payback. Every meet-up, even as you read, she is 
receiving accolades and astonishing feedback for 
her story, Demi-monde, the fictionalized life of 
Cora Pearl, a nineteenth-century courtesan. The 
group’s praise “used to” invigorate her spirit. No 
matter how much style, research, humor and hard 
work Schoolmarm had poured into the project, her 
wife, peers, and co-workers showed little to no 
interest in her passion. The rush of bringing her 
pages to the writers group fueled her drive to 
create. That was over a year ago. Now, the steady 
flow of compliments is hollow. She knows she can 
submit “shit” every week and still receive praise 
because she’s been doing it for the last few months. 
The group’s silent pact to “keep her happy because 
she’s useful” was exposed after she accidentally 
overheard Dr. Skeptic, Chasity Lass and Insecure 
Ladd initiating Bookworm. At first, the incident 
hurt, left an empty feeling within her stomach, the 
soft subtle touch of the Void calling her back. But 
the emptiness relented once Schoolmarm decided 
she enjoys her untouchable status more than 
hearing the group’s asinine opinions and, most 


88 



ONEIRIC ROPER 


importantly, she gets to use her red pen to release 
frustrations and scold some idiots. 

Next critique, the Published One. 

Copies of chapter sixty of book eight in a series 
based on the magical warrior unicorn, Unicrom, 
circulates across the table. The top sheet of the 
excerpt, always adorned with an exquisite drawing 
of the title unicorn, immediately grabs everyone’s 
attention. This sneaky chick understands the arcane 
technique of eliciting an emotional bond through 
good artwork. Its effects are immediate and 
spellbinding. The illustration amplifies the 
pumped, beautiful, muscular stature of the stallion. 
Unicrom stands in a dominating pose, clad in gold 
and red armor patterned after a Japanese samurai 
suit. He points his long ethereal-throbbing obsidian 
hom directly at the viewer, and as always, his hoofs 
are covered in blood. It’s a result of Unicrom’s 
“signature kill move” after he sends his telepathic 
catchphrase, For the righteous, and stomps the shit 
out of his enemies. Deadly. Merciless. Violent. 
Gory. But unfortunately, too complicated for this 
writers group. Mad props to the Published One, her 
storytelling laced with visual and subtle sex magic 
has crafted a unique, entertaining character, but the 
story is another story. 

Criticism of her convoluted adventure go the 
same every single fucking goddamn week. To cut 
some bullshit, let’s try this differently. I’m only 
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going to let you observe the Published One's 
reactions. You can figure out the critique. 

“Those details were in last week’s chapter.” She 
flips through a stack of papers and pulls out last 
week’s submission and confidently points out the 
scattered reference that faintly covers the criticism 
in her mind, “It’s symbolic. I don’t want to beat a 
dead horse.” 

“You would understand the character’s spastic 
motivation if you read book two. It goes into his 
past and reveals what makes him hate and love 
Unicrom.” She reaches into her wallet and slides 
her business cards embossed with unicromkills 
.com onto the table. 

“This is an EPIC journey. It needs a larger than 
life cast of sorted characters. Again, I don’t feel 
like I need to reintroduce characters that were 
already introduced in books 1, 5 and 7. Sure, they 
can just pop up. My fans will know who they are.” 

If anyone in this group will become open to the 
writer’s actual cause, it’s the Published One. She is 
right on the precipice of awakening. Her dedication 
to creation is impeccable. The eighth in the series 
of Unicrom contains, ballpark, 500 pages. That’s 
2,000,000 words for the entire series. Impressive! 
But no one sitting at this table seems to agree. After 
all, she’s self-published, and anyone can do that 
now these days. Between them all, it’s highly 
doubtful their combined work could equal one 
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book of Unicrom, but they dismiss the Published 
One because her work is confusing to them. 

You agree, and you don’t understand why I am 
praising her. I’ll tell you. Her work is the writer’s 
philosopher stone, violence, gore, sex, beauty, 
power, righteousness, and death. All the crazy shit 
of life that keeps the soul tethered to existence. Still 
your mind and rethink the Published One’s 
responses. Her ability to confound the mind 
perfectly imitates life’s craziness. 

In life, the details are always in last week, last 
month, i.e., the previous chapter. And she’s right, 
how many symbolic things happen in your life on a 
daily, almost like a theme? You are not only aware 
of the themes, you expect them. 

In life, the reason why we love or hate shit 
usucdly happens early in our lives. Your existence 
is interwoven with duality. 

In life, characters that you met when you were 
a child, teen, or an adult keep popping back into 
your life without rhyme or reason and with no need 
for reintroduction. 

What’s life but one big convoluted tale, pushing 
you to consume, overcome, desire, and 
reincarnate? This life is an advertisement for the 
next, and the next, etc. The Published one 
unwittingly knows that and reiterates it into her 
series, but she doesn’t understand once the creative 
well runs dry, once conflict has been abolished, 
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once interest has faded, our rebellion under the 
suns will be over. The Void will reclaim 
everything. 

One thing is bothering me that I want to make 
clear. It makes no difference whether a writer 
knows their purpose or not, simply being a writer 
enlists them into dissent against the Void. I, for my 
reasons, find the non-awareness a wrath-invoking 
pet peeve. Especially when I meet self-professed 
writers who do not understand the gravity of the 
role, like the sad sack, Insecure Lad. I refuse to 
show you his story. It is insignificant because he is 
insignificant; supplying a critique of his works is 
an exercise in futility for every member of the 
group. No matter what feedback he receives, it will 
either result in a submission that will be basically 
the same next week or a rewrite with entirely new 
issues. This poor lad has barely written two 
chapters in over ten weeks. He refuses to advance 
his story. His uncertainty won’t let him. He doesn’t 
believe in his talent, and he doesn’t believe in the 
feedback. 

If in some grand mystical way, this lad was 
shown that he had the power to command worlds 
with his words, he would somehow find a way not 
to believe it. Everyone knows doubt rules an 
insecure person’s thoughts. That is no mystery. 
Most can overcome doubt because it can be 
removed with a shift in perception, but I can say 
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without a shadow of a doubt someone would need 
to crack open Insecure Lad’s skull, scoop out his 
brain, rip out his spirit and replace both to change 
his thoughts. He’s a writer. He should understand 
his power, his gift to create, his ability to make shit 
up, but the extent of his insecurities are annoyingly 
deep and fixed. Instead, excuse after excuse rolls 
out of his mouth. To hear him tell it, “Woe is me.” 
His core thought is, I can’t, so he won’t. Non-belief 
will only create more non-belief. He has corrupted 
life and turned her into a cruel bitch, and if he is 
lucky, she will reduce him to nothing and send him 
back to the Void! 

Coincidentally, there is a thin red string that 
tenuously connects Insecure Lad with our next 
writer. Dr. Skeptic. Whereas the first doubts his 
existence, the second uses doubt to make others 
question any and everything. Dr. Skeptic quietly 
sits, like a disciple of Zen, while everyone reads his 
fact-based tale, The Trial of the Journeyman, a 
political thriller rooted in the reality of government 
corruption, religious falsehoods, and self¬ 
sabotaging characters. It’s a page turner with one 
purpose, to make the readers succumb to his way 
of thinking. Patiently waiting to offset any possible 
feedback, Dr. Skeptic prepares his arguments, 
armed with the key points from an occult 
handbook. He is prepared to minimize, criticize, 
humiliate, and out-rationalize any differing 
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viewpoint while maintaining an even-tempered 
manner. If you can’t refute his facts, he’s got you. 
If you get angry, he’s got you. If you can’t 
articulate, he’s got you. Watch closely as the others 
try to debate their perspective of his material. Do 
you see it? Their energy flows out of them and right 
into Dr. Skeptic. He is a succubus. The more 
deflated the others feel, the more engorged with 
confidence and arrogance he becomes. Since the 
day he created this writers group on 
“Whereiseverybody.com” two years ago, he has 
been psychically draining the members, and they 
don’t even know it. 

The energy leeching used by Dr. Skeptic is a 
surreptitious technique forged by the Skeptics, a 
secret sect that has been using rationality to rob 
magic from the world since the inception of 
thought. Practitioners of their teaching, like Dr. 
Skeptic, often define the undefinable, and in the 
name of science, rationality and facts institute their 
dogma as theories, a veiled word interchangeable 
with truth. But truth be told, Skeptics are a cabal, 
much like daemons, they understand the matrix of 
reality and the non-existence of the Void. It’s a 
closely guarded mystery kept in plain sight. 

Skeptics say, “We can know little or nothing 
about the big questions in life,” “There is no higher 
authority” and, most often, their favorite 
catchphrase, “Show me.” 
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Aristotle, one of the greatest Skeptics in history, 
once said, “Nature abhors a vacuum.” He was 
referring to the sect’s hatred of the Void. “Nothing 
can rightly be said to exist, but something, 
substance, can be experienced by the senses and 
wrangled into supposition or more aptly 
submission,” is the sentiment that charges their 
philosophies. Through deceitful words disguised 
as intelligence, through supposed consistency 
disguised as scientific method, the Skeptics lead 
people to acquiesce their mental and perceptive 
energies. 

In the secret chambers of their mystery school, 
they conspire to use their logic to hijack your 
communal experience and rewrite the higher and 
lower realms to their wishes. Yes, they lust to 
enslave your consciousness because they know it 
has the unbridled power to shape reality. 

Are you skeptical? 

Turn on the TV, sign into the internet or open a 
book and observe. Every shape, every symbol, 
every image and every sound is vying for your 
belief. Here is the guarded formula of the Skeptics’ 
most ancient inscriptions, thought and faith equal 
manifestation. Not religious faith, just full and 
untainted belief. 

Are you grasping the power of the writer yet? 

In the old world, the sun was a revered 
caregiver. Thoughts were unified, and the Sun God 
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never failed in its protection. The world was 
cherished, and people had real power - magical 
powers , until the influence of the Skeptics drained 
them. Demands for proof, the use of belittling, and 
the application of logic splintered the uni-minds. 
Over time, the people lost the Sun God and their 
magic because their faith disappeared. Then the 
Skeptic said, “Follow me. My ideas; my thoughts 
are the truth,” covertly depleting the follower’s 
energies to uphold his new ideologies. 

Looking at the sanguine Dr. Skeptic, a pillar 
disciple of the Skeptics, I am riled up by my 
thoughts; I fucking hate Skeptics, especially ones 
who are writers. 

My toes are wiggling inside my shoes. I’m 
getting antsy. There is only one more review. Then 
it’s my turn. Then it’s time for the shit to hit the 
fan. But before that happens, we need to check in 
with Chasity Lass. It’s evident by the hostile way 
she slides the final chapter of Goodbye, Doll to 
everyone that the daemon influence is still coursing 
in her veins. A part of me wants to warn the others 
about Chasity Lass’ disposition, but they are not 
enlightened like you. They wouldn’t understand or 
believe in the daemon. And besides it doesn’t 
matter, their end is almost near. 

So, what do you think Chasity Lass’ story, 
Goodbye, Doll is about? Can you see it with your 
mind’s eye? 


96 



ONEIRIC ROPER 


With a name like Chasity Lass, she can only be 
writing about one of three things, repression, 
eroticism or virtues, right? In fact, her Barbarella- 
esque, young adult story tells the tale of an antique 
French doll who becomes a real woman and must 
battle the social degeneracy in the future landscape 
of 2030. The undertones and subtext of this story 
are unadulterated therapy for Chasity Lass. She 
paints a war of good vs. evil in a world of sexual 
chaos. The wicked and lustful deeds of her 
antagonists allow her to release her repressed 
sexual fantasies. The clash of duality that plagues 
her mind is evident on every page and within her 
text lies her falsehoods. The right and wrong, her 
perception of morality in her story and her real life, 
has become the natural order of the universe. The 
face of God demanding moral obligations. She has 
failed to realize that she is the creator of her 
internal struggles. Nothing and no one else is to 
blame. Everything she has done or will do is out of 
positive or negative selfishness, pure and simple, 
not a dualistic force deciding the fate of the 
universe. In fact, she exists, as does everyone else 
in this realm for one purpose, to be an individual. 

There is no grand meaning of life. You just get 
to be you. 

The cosmic battle of good vs. evil is a lie. Good 
nor Evil is absolute. There are only two absolutes. 
One, the infinite Void and the other, our finite 
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realm struggling for infinity, but doomed to return 
to the Void. Unexpectedly, the silence of the 
review is broken with murmurs of shock that 
multiplies as each member finishes. 

Bookworm 

I won’t argue with your ending, but that was nuts. 

Schoolmarm 

I don’t think Doll had a choice. The world she lived 
in was too bleak! 

Dr. Skeptic 

This is not a fitting end for a young adult story. Very 
reckless and depressing. 

Published One 

Fuck! I can’t believe Doll killed herself and all her 
allies. 

Insecure Lad 

I’m not sure what to say about this. 

Me 

So, your character finally escaped. Was their joy in 
her end? 

Chasity Lass 

Schoolmarm’s right. Doll was tired of the bad shit. 
Evil won. 

A little more time than usual is spent discussing 
Chasity Lass’ submission. Part congratulatory. Part 
resignation to an unhappy ending. And a little 
voice in me says, Part stall. All living things 
subconsciously know when their time is at hand. 
Before I give my story. Bookworm looks at his cell 
and starts collecting his stuff. His eyes dart back 
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and forth from my bag on the floor to stuffing his 
backpack. 

“Sorry, guys I’ve got an emergency. May I read 
your story and bring the critique next week?” 

I do not look at him, but I hold up a copy. His 
hand trembles as he takes it. Seizing the 
opportunity Chasity Lass offers to get rid of one of 
the last two cookies on the plate, but following suit 
with his philosophy not to eat “Homemade” food 
in a social gathering, Bookworm declines again. 

Then with a “Bye,” he exits. I guess the fantastic 
story that he told himself was sufficient to save his 
life. 

Yes, it’s coming. Be patient. At least let me get 
a little feedback for my story. At this exact 
moment, I give everyone a copy of our story, There 
Will Be Cookies. 

Forgive me. The version that I am passing out 
contains just a few extra details that 1 haven’t 
shared with you yet. They will know what’s in the 
bag before you. 

“What’s this?” pipes Dr. Skeptic. “It’s not the 
screenplay that you have been bringing in for the 
past weeks.” He immediately attempts to drain me. 

“No, but it is a short story, a good final reading.” 

“What does that mean?” says Schoolmarm in a 
defensive tone. 

“I mean, it is the final story of mine you will 
read.” 
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“You are always so cryptic. Can you at least 
give us a summary, so we’ll know what we are 
reading?” pipes in Insecure Lad. A series of 
unexpected coughs interrupt the tail end of his 
sentence. 

Give me a second to sum up the story. I don’t 
need to explain it to you. You know it. You are a 
pivotal character. 

Ok, done. / don 7 know why they just couldn 7 he 
surprised. 

Now, I need to exercise patience. I hang my 
head low, playing a ridiculous addictive app on my 
cell, occasionally peering into the fray to gauge the 
reaction. Then with a drop of a pen. Yes, the red 
pen, the vibrations of the table begins to swell and 
transmute into something close to bewilderment. I 
don’t stop playing my app. The wave intensifies. 
Lots of noise making, clearing throats, sliding 
chairs, coughing, and shaking papers. I don’t stop 
playing my app. The vibration is like vertigo. It’s 
suffocating. It is peaking, but there is a little time 
left. 

As the last heart on my game squishes, the last 
reviewer has expired. So, have you been watching 
them closely? 

“What is this lying bullshit? I don’t write in 
false corrections. Did you and Bookworm stage 
this?” barks the Schoolmarm. 
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“Holy shit! That is what his story said that you 
would say. Wait, I think I just said what he said I 
was going to say twice.” A frantic expression races 
across Insecure Lad’s face as he flips through the 
pages and finds his exact dialogue in the pages. 

The Published One sits in shock and doesn’t 
move a muscle. Chasity Lass stands up and moves 
closer to Schoolmarm. A strange feeling is 
shooting through their veins, so much is happening 
at once, their secrets exposed, the words written on 
the page detailing what they had done and now, 
they are involuntarily re-enacting what they had 
read on the final page. Their eyes shift to Dr. 
Skeptic. He had the last line of dialogue. They can 
see it coming. They know what he is about to utter. 
Dr. Skeptic stands and points his finger directly at 
me. 

“I don’t know how you are pulling off this hoax. 
But I’ll end it. Show me. Show me what’s inside 
your bag. There is no fucking way what you said in 
these fucking pages, is in your bag.” 

I reach over and pick up the bag and slowly 
unfasten the latch. It opens, and I throw it on the 
table for them all to see. For a split second, Dr. 
Skeptic hesitates. Then he moves his head over the 
bag and glances inside. 

“I told you, you lying slanderous bastard. There 
is nothing in there.” He looks over at me with smug 
disdain. 
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Dr. Skeptic starts gathering his things. Chasity 
Lass, Schoolmarm, and Insecure Lad follow suit. 
The Published One still hasn’t moved. 

“Are you coming?” The Published One does not 
speak. 

Dr. Skeptic turns to me once more and declares, 
“You, buddy. You’re an asshole and out of this 
group. I can’t believe you call me an occultist 
succubus. Come on everyone, let’s go.” 

As he exits with the others, Dr. Skeptic does not 
hesitate to make one final jab. “He wrote the 
samsara; the wheel of suffering was in his doctor’s 
bag. Nonsense. You can’t put made up dimensions 
into a bag. At least he could have been more 
creative, a gun, a knife, anything would have been 
more...” 

As soon as they get a few feet away, whoosh, 
their bodies dematerialize then reappear right back 
into their original positions beside the table. 

“...believable.” Dr. Skeptic voice cracks as he 
finishes his sentence in a different space. He looks 
down in disbelief. All their personal belongings are 
back on the table, untouched, lying in the same 
spots. Without hesitation, one by one they grab 
their personal belongings and run. The “rubber 
band effect” boggles their senses. They move. 
They snap right back into place. Panic consumes 
them. It’s inexplicable and horrifying. Reality has 
melted away. Chasity Lass is the first to give in and 
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sit down. Followed by Insecure Lad, who stands 
sobbing in the spot he cannot vacate. Schoolmarm 
ends her attempts, angrily pushing the table, and 
screaming when it moves back into place. Finally, 
after incessant repetition, Dr. Skeptic’s can-do 
spirit collapses, and he erupts into madness. 

“What the hell is happening?!!” 

The Published One breaks her silence and softly 
says, “We are dead! Open your eyes, look around.” 

The quivering tone of her words pierce their 
hysteria and all at once, at the same time, they see 
outside themselves. The temporary loss of their 
death crashes in a wave of regained memories of 
gagging, shaking papers, vertigo, paralysis, and 
suffocation. Schoolmarm and the Published one lie 
face down in a pool of vomit and blood on the 
table. To their right, Insecure Lad, slumped over to 
the side in his chair has a mortified expression 
frozen on his face; blood trickles from his nose and 
mouth onto a small pool on the floor. Just across 
the table from him, Chasity Lass appears serene as 
if she had acceptingly succumbed to death. Her 
head is tilted back, exposing her swollen neck, and 
her dilated eyes listlessly stare into the distance. 
Directly next to her, Dr. Skeptic’s body has slid to 
the floor huddled in a pool of vomit, blood, and 
urine. 

I’ve seen this as many times as there are stars 
in the sky and it always is the same, they forget I’m 
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in the room, but they always get back to me 
eventually. 

“It was those damn cookies,” shouts Insecure 
Lad. 

Schoolmarm mutters, “She did this to us. Ironic, 
she murdered us just like her damn character, 
Doll.” 

“It wasn’t supposed to happen like this. The 
angels were meant to whisk us away. I love you all. 
You are my only friends. I was trying to save us 
from the wicked world. This is all wrong. Don’t 
you see? The devil is coming. He is.” There is a 
whimper in Chasity Lass’ voice. 

“Shut up! Shut up!” Dr. Skeptic enters full-on 
beast mode. 

“That bitch and that freak are working 
together.” He waves his hands in my general 
direction but does not look at me. But the others 
do. For a split second, they capture a glance of my 
true form and they understand that their fates are 
sealed. From this point on, they cannot see me. 
When it's time, they will feel my presence standing 
just beyond their shoulder, and they will hear the 
drifting ethereal tone of my voice. But the same 
cannot be said for Dr. Skeptic. He is about to enter 
the point of no return. 

“They used hallucinogens. If we were dead, 
we’d be nothing. This is not real. None of it. I 
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refuse to look at this anymore.” He clamps one 
hand tight on his face. 

‘‘None of this is real. It’s a lie. Life without “f ’ 
is lie. The coded message was right in front of me 
the whole time. There is no God, there is no you, 
and there is no me. There’s nothing.” 

In a sharp tone, I ask the universal question that 
seals the fate of every soul, I have or ever will 
encounter. 

“Are you something or are you nothing?” 

“Can’t you make a simple leap of logic, you 
idiot. I AM NOTHING.” He turns toward me 
raving like a rabid dog, uncovering his eyes, but I 
and the others are no longer a part of his reality. He 
has made a declaration that has taken him countless 
lifetimes to confess. He has denounced his 
individuality and the Void will take him. I have yet 
to discern if the final screams of existence are 
ecstasy or torment, but for me, I find it hard to see 
Nirvana in it. The disintegration of his spiritual 
body decomposes much like its earthly counterpart 
but at an accelerated cycle. The illusion of skin rips 
away, revealing the naked structure of muscles, 
fatty tissue, and veins liquefy into the atmosphere. 
Then the brain, organs, and eyes collapse into 
nothingness, and finally, the skeletal structure 
crumbles into dust that fades away. 

“Oh my god, the bag. Look inside,” blurts 
Insecure Lad. Most of the group huddles around 
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the spectacle and finally sees what I see every time 
I open my bag, a universe of possibilities and 
actualities only limited by the collective 
consciousnesses that create it. 

It’s time. We have four souls to sort. 

In a blink, the whispers of my voice break 
Schoolmarm’s racing thoughts. 

“Are you something or are you nothing?” 

“I am something, and I always will be.” I love 
her confidence, but sadly every soul will be 
consumed by the Void, but luckily for her not at 
this moment. I reach my hand through the mid¬ 
point of her back, push through her muscle, spine, 
and organs until I reach her solar plexus, the resting 
place of her individuality, and remove the chords 
of her persona. Schoolmarm has been reduced to 
her primordial state, a vibration. It pulsates and 
appears to dance in my palm. I place my hand over 
the doctor’s bag and send the essence back into 
existence, much like dropping a goldfish into a fish 
bowl. The vibration, intrinsically bound by its 
nature, will be reborn. 

Then there were three. 

Insecure Lad begins to wheeze once he senses 
me. He is enthralled by the indescribable activity 
inside the doctor’s bag, yet as his ego dictates, he 
is unsure. 

“Are you something or are you nothing?” 
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“I’m...I’m...something.” Despite my loathing 
of Insecure Lad, I release this blight back into the 
physical realm. 

Two remain. 

The Published One, much like the former 
personality known as Insecure Lad, is fixated on 
the bag. She gives into the absurdity of the 
moment, releasing a laugh. My voice penetrates 
her being. 

“Are you something or are you nothing?” 

“I’m something. I am a writer.” I smile at her 
response and begin the process. “Wait, may I ask 
you a question?” The sense of urgency she emits 
causes me to pause briefly. 

“How do you find the time to write, when 
approximately 6,000 people die per hour?” 

“Good question.” I take her spark then release 
it. The Published One is becoming something new. 

Now there is only one, Chasity Lass. 

Her eyes are as listless as her dead body. Unlike 
the others, she has not even cast a gaze into the 
direction of the doctor’s bag. She is lost in her 
thoughts. Dumbfounded her afterlife fantasy didn’t 
go as planned. Deep down she knew it wouldn’t, 
but that didn’t stop her from serving herself and her 
so-called friends the perfect amount of Hemlock. 
It’s time for her to disclose her fate. 

You‘re intrigued. Go ahead and ask the 
question. She can hear you. 
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Your mental inflection sounds confused. 
Delivery is everything when dealing with the dead! 
She is not responding. Make her answer you. 

Chasity Lass jolts in her seat and shivers like a 
drug addict in a euphoria of paranoia. Barely 
audible and under her breath, she gives the only 
reply she can, “I can’t.” 

Are you surprised by her answer? You shouldn 7 
be. 

There is a long uncomfortable silence for 
Chasity Lass before I say, “You are free to leave.” 

Chasity Lass slowly gathers her belongings then 
begins her trek to exit the bookstore. As she walks, 
I allow her to see and hear the after-effects of the 
carnage she unleashed. Frightened people are 
huddling between the bookshelves whispering; the 
police and EMS rush to the writers group table. 
When she gets to the exit, she is stunned to see my 
avatar standing by the door talking to an officer. 
She pauses to listen. 

“I think it was the cookies,” I say in a guessing 
tone. 

It is the last thing Chasity Lass hears from the 
physical realm. She hangs her head to the ground, 
never looking back on the tragedy she has caused. 
Completely absolving herself and refusing to 
accept that she is the devil of her imagination. A 
single line of thought repeats over and over in her 
mind, “This is not how it was supposed to happen. 
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The angels were supposed to whisk us away.” She 
crosses the threshold of the door and exits into a 
limbo of her design. 

It’s pathetic; she refused to acknowledge the 
beauty of the art of discord. “Shit happens.” It has 
to. It feeds our personal Sheols or Elysiums that we 
carry throughout our “time” outside of the Void. 
There is no escape. Conflict is the debt of 
existence. I can confidently write since you are 
here with me now, reading; suffering is a toll that 
you’d gladly pay to taste the sojourn of 
individuality. 

...and no matter how many times the wheel of 
fate turns full circle; where ever your struggles 
take you, you ’re to blame. Own it. 

Next time you feel the Void push at your gut, 
remember, 1 am something. Ego quid. Ego 
quid....and write, create, and keep the cycle 
turning. As promised, it’s time to release you back 
to the monotony. The magic I have imparted will 
not leave you if you remember this story. If the 
memories fade come find me again, anytime, in 
these pages. At one point or another, maybe at a 
high point or maybe at a low point, I will meet you 
outside of these words. 

How will you answer my question, “Are you 
something or are you nothing?” 
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The life of an artist can be an arduous journey. 
History is littered with ruined lives and shattered 
talent. What would a young, gifted sculptor do to those 
who try to crush her artistic dreams? 
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COMMON CLAY 


Janie Clayton was nervous. She told herself that 
she was being silly. She had been coming to class 
for a week now, so why was she still nervous? This 
is just an art course, a Mickey Mouse class. It was 
modeling with clay, for God’s sake. This was 
Janie’s favorite class. She looked around the empty 
classroom. She liked to get to the class before 
anyone else got there; giving her time to collect her 
thoughts and think about her artwork. 

Janie took in a deep breath to settle herself and 
was almost overwhelmed by the smells of the 
studio. Gesso, oil pigments, canvas, acrylic paint, 
human sweat, wood chips and clay mingled in the 
air. So many different courses have been taught 
here, she thought; so many students like herself 
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coming to this very room to express their artistic 
talent. 

She carried a small mound of clay that was 
covered in plastic wrap to the wood and steel work 
table where she always sat each day. There were 
eight four-person tables in the room, but this one 
was near the back by the windows, and she felt that 
she could somehow blend in better at this table. 
Janie had always tried to fit in; never trying to call 
attention to herself, at least not in an overt way. 
Janie knew that she wasn’t someone who could 
turn heads on a fashion runway, she was barely 
five-foot-two standing on her tiptoes. She was 
pretty though, in that girl next door kind of way 
that her older brother’s Playboy magazine always 
seemed to use to describe the cute slender girls 
with big boobs. Janie smiled at that, she was petite 
all around except for her chest and the new blouse 
she was wearing today made that evident. She 
couldn’t help but wonder if the, oh so yummy, 
Professor Daniels would notice? She hadn’t bought 
the low-cut top just for this class, had she? True, it 
wasn’t the kind of blouse her father would have 
allowed her to wear back on the farm. Poppa had 
been very strict about Janie’s clothing when she 
was in high school and like a prison warden when 
it came to dating and boys. 

Janie smiled at what her father would say if he 
could see her now, taking an art course. Art was 
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foolishness and a waste of time as far as Poppa was 
concerned. The farm had been everything to Papa; 
three hundred acres of prime Western Ohio 
farmland. Cattle, crops, and even a small apple 
orchard had always been her father’s true love. 
Mama, Janie, and her three older brothers were 
further down on Poppa’s list of priorities. 

Janie’s smile faded when she thought of the 
argument that she had with her father when she told 
him she wanted to be an artist and not a 
veterinarian. It wasn’t that she didn’t like animals; 
she did. It wasn’t that she couldn’t handle the 
courses, she got straight A’s in all her classes. Janie 
just wanted to do something, be something 
different than a farmer. Even if she became a 
veterinarian, Poppa would make sure she stayed at 
home on the farm. 

She told her father she wanted to be a vet as a 
way for her to get his permission to go off to 
college. Her older brothers had done the same 
thing. David, the oldest, went and got a degree in 
Agroecology from Iowa State, but came home to 
work on the farm after a very long talk with their 
father. Michael was in his last year at Purdue 
studying horticulture science. His goal was to 
come home and work on the farm with Poppa. 
Only Tommy, who is two years older than Janie, 
was studying something unrelated to the farm. He 
was attending West Point studying engineering, 
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but Janie knew Poppa would find a way to put that 
degree to use on the farm too. 

Poppa never thought Janie should even go to 
college, but Momma insisted. Janie had practically 
begged to go college. Poppa had finally relented 
but wanted her to attend a nice local community 
college. Janie wanted to get away, maybe not too 
far away, but away. Momma had gone to Ohio 
University and thought it would be good for Janie 
to go there too. OU wasn’t too far away, it wasn’t 
too large or too small and had a quaint atmosphere. 
Poppa had, of course, objected. Janie couldn’t help 
but think that if not for the accident, she wouldn’t 
be at college and sitting in this classroom. 

Janie unwrapped the clay bust in front of her, at 
least it was supposed to be a bust of some 
imaginary man. The problem was, it just wasn’t 
coming out the way she pictured in her mind. She 
went over to the sink on the wall and filled her 
spray bottle. After lightly misting the damp clay, 
she lightly ran her fingers along the smooth 
surface. She loved the feel of clay. Janie Clayton 
pressed her fingers into the clay head. The rich red 
earth was firm but yielded to her touch. She wets 
her fingers a little more to work the clay, rubbing 
and smoothing the cheekbones of the face she was 
trying to coax from the lump of red mud. 

Poppa hated clay. Crops don’t grow in clay. 
Cattle got stuck in clay after a heavy rain. Poppa 
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never saw the irony of being named Clayton and 
hating clay. Janie loved clay. She loved how it 
squished between her toes when walking along the 
stream bank. The feel of the clay as it dried upon 
her skin in the hot sun. The smell of the wet clay 
was the smell of mother Earth to Janie. 

“Hey, the face is starting to take shape. Is that 
me?” Jimmy Marshall plopped onto the stool next 
to Janie. 

Janie hadn’t heard anyone come into the room 
and was a little startled. Janie looked up at the 
grinning boy. Jimmy was always joking around 
with Janie. Jimmy’s deep green eyes locked with 
Jams’s dark brown eyes for a long moment. Janie 
felt funny when Jimmy looked at her like that. 
Jimmy was a cutie, if a little on the skinny side. 

“Something just isn’t right with it.” Janie 
worked her thumbs into the soft clay. A look of 
utter disgust flashing upon her face, one moment 
there and then gone so fast that Jimmy was 
momentarily taken aback. Janie looked at Jimmy, 
not realizing what he had seen. “Something 
wrong?” 

“So, you’re saying that is a bust of me?” he said 
quickly. 

Janie laughed and looked at the lopsided grin 
and his sparkling eyes. “No, silly. I can’t get the 
face shape right. I can see it in my mind, but my 
hands can’t make it as I imagine.” Janie again 
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pushed and prodded the clay, but not satisfied with 
her manipulations, she picked up a clay cutter, a 
short length of heavy gage wire with a wood handle 
on each end and cut the clay bust in half. “I’ll start 
over; this just isn’t working.” 

Jimmy picked up the clay cutter where Janie had 
dropped it on the table. “This thing reminds me of 
a garrote.” 

“What’s a garrote?” Janie said, vaguely staring 
at the two lumps of clay. 

Jimmy pantomimed strangling someone with 
the wire. “A garrote is used to strangle someone. 
They used them in world war two when they 
wanted to kill someone silently. Sneak up behind a 
sentry, loop the wire around his neck, then pull and 
twist the wire. You must have seen them in a 
movie?” 

Janie looked at Jimmy warily. “You know a lot 
about killing people, Jimmy.” 

Jimmy is shocked. “Hey, just from what I see on 
TV. I have seen more dead bodies than I care to. I 
mean, my family owns several funeral homes back 
in Atlantic City and I had to help out with the 
embalming and getting the bodies ready, stuff like 
that.” 

“Wow. That sounds so interesting.” Janie turns 
to Jimmy and notices his green eyes glancing at her 
cleavage. Good, she thought, the new top is having 
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the desired effect on Jimmy, how will it work with 
Professor Daniels? 

“You know in my art history class they were 
saying how Leonardo da Vinci would use human 
skulls as the base for his clay sculptures. Kind of 
like they do on those CSI shows to reveal what a 
victim looked like.” 

Janie patted the clay head. “I need to do 
something, but that sounds a little extreme. 
Besides, where am I going to find a human skull 
lying around?” 

“I can call my dad. Maybe he has a spare skull 
laying around the crematorium. He could box it up 
and ship it,” Jimmy said with a straight face. 

Janie stared at Jimmy for a long moment. 
“Please tell me you’re joking.” 

Jimmy grinned “Oh sure, we lose people’s head 
all the time. I mean with how hot the oven gets, 
eighteen hundred degrees, the bodies are just ash 
pretty quickly, and the heads just pop off.” Jimmy 
can’t keep from laughing. 

“Oh, you can be a real jerk sometimes, Jimmy.” 
Janie laughs too. “You had me going there for a 
moment.” Janie takes a round wooden mallet and 
smashes the lumps of clay. “I’ll just start over. It 
can’t be worse than this.” 

Jimmy poked the vaguely automobile-shaped 
blob in front of him.” Yeah, I know what you 
mean.” 
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“Janie, I was wondering if you were doing 
anything tonight?” Jimmy blushed and glanced 
down at his block of clay. 

Janie puts the mallet down and looked Jimmy. 
“What were you wondering?” she said as she 
noticed people entering the classroom. 

“Urn. Would you like to come over and hang 
out, maybe watch a movie? Eat some pizza.” 

Janie couldn’t help but smile at the awkward 
invite. “Can I pick the movie?” 

“Sure! You can even pick the toppings on the 
pizza,” Jimmy said quickly. 

“Okay, that sounds like fun...” Janie began, but 
her attention was drawn to the tall, handsome man 
who had just entered the room. Professor Dante 
Daniels certainly knew how to make an entrance, 
his perfect white teeth flashing as he greeted the 
class. Janie felt as if his piercing, ice blue eyes only 
looked at her, even though he had only glanced at 
her for a moment. His wavy, dark hair and the 
neatly trimmed beard had just the hint of salt and 
pepper gray; giving him a rugged, distinguished 
appearance. Then, Janie noticed Mandy 
Westbrooke following closely on Dante’s heels. 
Had they come in together? Was it possible that 
slutty skank was sleeping with their professor? 

“Okay people, let’s get started.” Dante sat on his 
desk, looking around as if he owned the room and 
everyone in it. “You all made good progress this 


118 



JOHN RISNER 


week and I want to build upon that in today’s 
class.” 

Jimmy leaned to Janie and whispered, “I think 
Mandy has made more progress than anyone else.” 

Janie couldn’t help but laugh, which got her a 
stern look for the professor. 

“Did I say something to amuse you, Janie?” 

Janie was startled that the professor knew her 
name. “No sir, I’m just excited to begin today.” 

Professor Daniels’ smile made her feel warm 
deep down. 

“I wish everyone was as motivated as you, 
Janie. Do you agree that some people need to be 
more motivated, Jimmy?” The professor’s glare 
was not warm or kind when he looked at Jimmy. 

“I was saying much the same thing when you 
came in, Dante.” Jimmy’s grin showed that he 
didn’t care what the professor thought. 

Megan hip-bumped Janie as she walked by. 
Janie wondered how the professor could not have 
seen that because his eyes were trained on Megan’s 
tight miniskirt-covered ass. Janie turned as Megan 
went to the table near the back wall, which already 
had three of her equally bitchy friends. Megan 
made a production out of climbing upon the stool, 
flashing a thin strip of back G-string. If today was 
anything like yesterday, Janie would be pelted with 
pea-shaped balls of clay whenever the professor’s 
back was turned. 
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Professor Daniels prowled around the room, 
stopping at each table. Sometimes he would give a 
helpful suggestion to a student. Janie noticed that 
compliments usually were given to the pretty 
female students and the harsher, blunter criticisms 
were heaped on the homely girls or the guys in the 
class. 

Jimmy leaned over and whispered, “Looks like 
we're going to get the royal visit next.” Janie’s 
heart beat a little faster, she wondered what the 
professor would say about her work. Would a 
compliment have a reflection on her work or what 
he thought of her? Then she thought what if he 
criticized the ugly, lumpy bust, would that mean 
that he thought she was homely or her sculpture 
just sucked? 

“I see that you’re making a Flintstone’s car, 
Jimmy, and not a very good one.” Janie looked up 
and saw that Professor Daniels was now standing 
at their table. How had she failed to notice him 
come over? 

“Wow, that is a funny one, Dante. I bet that took 
you all period to come up with a zinger like that,” 
Jimmy said with that same grin on his face. “It is 
actually going to be a 68 Chevy Camaro.” 

Dante let out a theatrical sigh. “You need to try 
harder Jimmy.” Dante didn’t wait for a retort from 
Jimmy, but turned his attention to Janie, moving 
closer to her and placing his warm hand on her 
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shoulder. “What happened here, Miss Clayton? I 
thought the bust was beginning to come along 
nicely, but you are starting over?” 

Janie was distracted by the Professor’s index 
finger lightly rubbing the exposed skin of her 
shoulder. “Urn, yeah, I just didn’t like how it was 
turning out.” 

Dante gave her shoulder a slight squeeze. Janie 
looked up into those blue eyes, noticing that the 
Professor was looking down her top. His eyes then 
met her own and he smiled. “Perhaps you have too 
many distractions,” Dante said as he glanced at 
Jimmy. 

“No, nothing like that. I just wanted to try 
working the clay again,” Janie said quickly. 

The professor gave one more lingering look at 
Janie’s cleavage. “Very well, keep at it. Come and 
see me after class, yes?” Then he moved to the next 
table, leaving Janie confused and excited. 

The rest of the class went by in a blur to Janie. 
Jimmy tried to engage in some small talk several 
times, but Janie didn’t want the Professor to think 
she was being distracted. She was, of course, but 
not by Jimmy. She couldn’t stop thinking about 
why Professor Daniels wanted to see her after class 
and his warm touch upon her skin. 

“Okay class, that is all for today. Have a good 
weekend.” Janie looked up to see Professor 
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Daniels sitting up on the front of his desk. The 
alpha male surveying the group as they shuffle out. 

Jimmy stood and leaned down to Janie. “Do you 
want me to hang back? Wait for you in the 
hallway?” There was an expectant tone to Jimmy’s 
voice. Janie smiled at him and then glanced at the 
professor and saw the intense way he was looking 
at her. “No, that’s okay. I will be fine. Talk to you 
later, okay?” 

“You mean see me later, right?” 

Janie looked at Jimmy. “Oh yes, of course, 
that’s what I meant.” 

Jimmy stared at Dante as he slowly walked out. 
“Crack open the books this weekend, Jimmy boy!” 
Dante called after him. 

Janie timidly walked up to Professor Daniels. 

“You wanted to see me, Professor Daniels?” 
Janie said in a small voice. 

Dante looked Janie up and down, his eyes 
lingering on her cleavage before meeting her eyes. 

“Yes, Janie, I did, and please call me Dante, 
Professor Daniels makes me sound like some 
stuffy old man.” 

“Oh, I don’t think you’re old at all, Professor. I 
mean Dante,” Janie stammered. 

“Good, good. The reason I wanted to talk to you 
is that I think you have real talent.” Dante shifted a 
little forward so that his feet were on the floor, but 
he was still sitting on the desk. This put in a little 
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closer to Janie. It made her nervous and excited all 
at the same time. 

“You really think I have artistic talent?” 

Dante’s eyes flicked down to Janie’s chest and 
then to her innocent face. Taking her hands in his, 
he drew her closer. 

“Yes, I believe you could do wonderful things 
with these hands.” Janie looked into his blue eyes 
and just knew he was seeing her full potential as an 
artist. Janie was only inches away from this man. 
Yes, he was a man, not like the boys back home or 
even sweet Jimmy. Professor Daniels, no he said to 
call him Dante, was so very close to her. She could 
feel the heat from his body, smell the sandalwood 
cologne. He was at least a foot taller than she was, 
his broad shoulders and slim waist made her 
momentarily wonder what he would look like 
without his shirt. His large hands were so big, so 
strong as they held hers. 

“Janie, I like to take a special interest in my 
more promising students, and I think you show real 
talent working with clay.” 

“Thank you, Dante.” This was what she always 
knew deep down was true. She was an artist. 

“How would you like for me to give you some 
private lessons?” Dante said this as he gently 
brushed his fingers along her cheek. 


123 



COMMON CLAY 


“Really? That would be so awesome.” Janie 
almost jumped for joy but that would be silly, and 
Dante would think she was some hick little girl. 

“Very good. How about coming over to my 
home tonight around 8 o’clock and I can show you 
my studio?” Dante was now tracing his index 
finger down her neck. Janie could feel goosebumps 
on her skin. 

“I don’t know. I kind of made plans for tonight 
and I don’t know if I can afford private lessons.” 

Dante looked at her sternly and took her 
shoulders in his hands and pushed her away. Janie 
stumbled backward. Dante reached out and held 
her. “Did I say anything about charging you?” 

Janie was startled by Dante’s abrupt change. “I 
assumed,” she said meekly. 

“You must never assume, Janie. You can jump 
to the wrong conclusion.” Dante’s tone was now 
soft and soothing. His strong hands pulled her close 
to him again. “I believe in your talent and simply 
want to help release that talent. Tapping your 
potential is reward enough for me. Frankly, I’m a 
little insulted that you think I could be so 
mercenary.” 

Janie touched on his cheek. 

“I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean that at all.” 

Dante took Janie’s hand and pressed it against 
his cheek. She could feel the stubble of his five o’ 
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clock shadow, and it made her weak. She wanted 
this man. 

“So, it is settled then. I will see you at eight 
o’clock.” Dante released her hand and twisted his 
body so that he could write something on a Post-it 
note. 

“But I do have plans for tonight,” Janie said 
halfheartedly. 

Dante stopped writing and turned to Janie. “I 
understand. If partying is more important than your 
artistic career, I will not stand in your way.” Dante 
stood up so quickly Janie had to jump back. He 
strode to the other side of the desk and began 
putting papers in his expensive leather messenger 
bag. 

“I didn’t mean that. Can we do it some other 
night? “Janie was almost pleading. 

Dante didn’t even look at her. “No, I now see 
that you’re not serious. You would just be a waste 
of my valuable time. “ 

Janie rushed over and touched Dante’s arm. 
“I’m sorry, Professor. I’ll cancel my plans. It 
wasn’t anything important. I am serious about my 
art.” 

Dante looked at her hand on his arm with 
disdain. 

Janie was on the verge of tears. “Please, 
Professor Daniels.” 
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Dante smiled thinly as he gazed into the young 
girl’s pleading face. “Oh, I suppose I could give 
you another chance. That is, if you can prove to me 
that you’re truly dedicated to your art.” 

“I’ll do anything,” Janie blurted out. 

Dante couldn’t help but grin as the hook was set. 
He picked up the post-it-note and folded it in half 
and then in half again. 

“Here is my address,” Dante said as he slipped 
the paper into Janie’s blouse. His fingers moved 
under her bra, brushing her nipple as he deposited 
the note. His fingers lingered a moment as Janie’s 
breath caught. She stared into his eyes, feeling her 
nipple become hard against his hand; then it was 
gone. 

Dante turned and picked up his cell phone, 
checking it as if nothing had happened. “Please be 
discreet about your visit. You know how tongues 
wag in a small college town.” 

“Urn, yes, Dante, of course.” Janie was dizzy 
and confused. She felt the professor’s hand on the 
small of her back as he guided her over to her table, 
she picked up her bag and then he escorted her to 
the door. 

“Until tonight.” Dante shut the door, and Janie 
was left standing in the lonely hallway, her mind 
racing with what had just happened and wondering 
what more was to come. 
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Janie couldn’t even remember walking to her 
dorm as her thoughts consumed by Professor 
Daniels. His eyes, his hands, and how her body had 
responded to his touch. Her reverie was broken 
when she spotted Jimmy sitting on the front steps 
of her dorm. He smiled and gave a tentative wave. 
Shit, she thought. How do I break our date? Was it 
a date? Yes, she guessed it was, and that made her 
a little sad. 

“Hey Janie,” Jimmy said as he stood up, tucking 
a finger in his book to keep his place. 

“I thought we were meeting later?” Janie didn’t 
want to have this conversation right now, 
especially not in person. Canceling a date was 
better done by phone, or better yet, a text. 

Jimmy looks down at his feet, “I just wanted to 
make sure you are okay.” 

“I’m fine. Why wouldn’t I be fine?” Janie’s 
irritation gave a sharp tone to her voice. 

“Dante has a rep for hitting on a lot of girls.” 
Jimmy knew this wasn’t going the way he had 
pictured in his mind. 

“I’m not some little girl. I can take care myself. 
And if you must know, Dante was a perfect 
gentleman.” 

“Yeah, I’ll bet,” Jimmy said ruefully. 
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Janie pushed past Jimmy. “I don’t like what you 
are implying, Jimmy. Do you think I’m some sort 
of slut?” 

Jimmy looked like she had slapped him. “I 
never said that, Janie. The freaking guy is married, 
for crying out loud. His wife is teaching at Oxford 
for the semester. You think he’s so suave? The way 
I hear it, his wife is the one with all of the money. 
I bet even his accent is fake.” 

Janie stopped at the top of the steps. “I think you 
should go now, Jimmy, before we say some things 
we will both regret.” 

“What about tonight?” Jimmy already knew 
what she was going to say, but wanted to force her 
to say it. 

“I don’t think that is a good idea.” Janie didn’t 
wait for a reply. She turned and hurried into the 
dorm, leaving a confused Jimmy to wonder what 
had just happened. 

Later, Janie closed her eyes and stood under the 
hot spray raining down upon her. She hoped that 
the water would wash away the guilt. She felt bad 
for how she had treated poor Jimmy, but with her 
eyes open or closed, she could still see the hurt look 
on his face. 

Janie had to admit that she had wanted to have 
an argument with Jimmy. A little blow-up was 
always a good excuse to cancel something you 
wanted to avoid. Was it really a hookup? They 
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were just going to hang out, nothing serious. Just 
two friends, pizza, and a movie. But if that were 
true, then why did she feel so guilty? Jimmy 
certainly thought it was a date, even if she didn’t. 
Had she thought of it as a date before Dante had 
asked her to his house? She tried to ignore the 
feeling that she had thought it was a date when 
Jimmy had first asked her and how it had made her 
happy that he finally had gotten up the courage to 
do it. 

Janie turned the water even hotter, letting it 
sting her skin; punishing her flesh. The stinging of 
her skin brought back memories of the farm. Poppa 
had always been a strict disciplinarian. Even after 
they came home from college, her older brothers 
would get a hickory switch across the bare buttocks 
if Poppa thought they needed an attitude 
adjustment, as he put it. Janie recalled sneaking a 
peek through the keyhole of her father’s office and 
seeing one of her older brothers, pants down 
around his ankles, shirt pulled up, bent over a low 
back chair. She knew she shouldn’t be looking at 
her almost naked brothers, but she liked watching 
how their tight muscles would clench and tighten 
as the hickory switch landed, leaving a crimson 
line on her poor brother’s exposed flesh. 

Maybe it was because she was younger or 
perhaps because she was a girl? Janie’s 
punishments seemed to become more and more 
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often as she got older. She would be required to 
quietly enter her father’s office, lock the door, and 
stand in the center of the room. She was not to 
speak until her father acknowledged her. 
Sometimes he would be reading a book or writing 
in his ledger or simply sit and look at her with a 
stern expression. 

Eventually, after what seemed like an eternity to 
Janie, he would ask her why she was being 
punished. It was never a good idea to say she really 
didn’t know why. That only got her more 
punishment. Poppa would then launch into a 
lecture on the ways of sin and the virtues of 
obedience. He always reminded her that he was 
doing this for her own good. 

Poppa would then order Janie to remove all of 
her clothing, even her underwear. Janie always 
thought it was odd that her brothers didn’t have to 
get completely naked, but she didn’t dare ask her 
father. He would wonder how she knew how her 
brothers were punished and conclude she’d been 
spying. She didn’t even want to think about what 
kind of punishment would befall her. After Janie 
was completely nude, she would place her dress 
neatly on the cherry wood desk. She would slowly 
turn in place. Then she was to pick up a sterling 
silver hairbrush from her father’s desk and brush 
her long hair, still slowly turning in place. This 
usually went on for several minutes, and by the 
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time Poppa ordered her to stop, Janie was always 
slightly dizzy. 

Her father would then raise the arms on his 
office chair and would order Janie to lay face down 
across his lap. Janie was always more than a little 
embarrassed to be laying over Poppa like this; with 
her head hanging down almost touching the floor. 
The worst part was the anticipation of the first swat 
of the hairbrush on her bare skin. As time went by, 
Poppa had varied how he carried out the 
punishment. His preferred method was to lightly 
run the brush bristles over her cream-colored skin, 
almost caressing her and just when Janie would 
relax and give into the pleasant feeling of the 
bristles tickling her skin, Poppa would raise the 
brush, flipping it over, and letting the hard silver 
back of the brush smack down on her pale flesh. 
He would press the cool sterling silver into her 
stinging skin. Then he would raise the brush again, 
flipping it around and bringing down the bristles 
onto her still stinging skin. 

Poppa would repeat this over and over again 
until Janie’s ass was on fire and tears were 
streaming down her face. Poppa kept a steady 
count and would stop once he reached her age. The 
brush would be set aside, but the punishment was 
not complete. Poppa’s rough, calloused hands 
would run over her inflamed skin, and then his 
strong hand would go up and then come down hard 
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on her exposed buttocks. The hand would rest 
there, gently caressing the stinging skin and then 
go back up, then back down with another hard 
smack. Janie’s buttocks would be on fire, her entire 
body covered in perspiration, her nipples would be 
hard, and her loins would be wet from more than 
sweat, long before Poppa completed her 
punishment. Janie knew that she wasn’t the only 
one who seemed excited by Poppa’s punishment 
ritual, but Poppa never said or did anything. After 
the last smack was administered, he would sit for a 
few minutes, lightly caressing her soft skin, 
breathing heavily and asking God to forgive her for 
her sins. Then Janie was allowed to stand on shaky 
legs, slip on her dress, not bothering to put on her 
underwear, she would kiss her father on the cheek 
and thank him, then quietly unlock the door and 
leave without making a sound. 

The water from the shower began to grow cold, 
like the memories of her father. She turned off the 
water and wrapped herself in a large towel, using 
her hand to wipe the steam-covered mirror. Janie 
stared at her reflection for a long time. 

*** 

The Uber driver dropped Janie off a few blocks 
from Professor Dante’s address. She could have 
just walked from her dorm. Athens, Ohio isn’t 
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really all that big and she was accustomed to 
walking up and down the hills of the town and 
campus, but she didn’t want to be late and had 
taken the Uber just to be sure she arrived on time. 
She didn’t mind walking up the tree-lined streets, 
and the early fall weather was cool, but she barely 
felt it on her bare legs. She had to admit she looked 
damn good in the black mini-skirt and a little goose 
flesh was a sacrifice to fashion she was willing to 
make. Janie did make one concession and took off 
the matching high-heel shoes, carrying them; she 
would slip them on before she got to the front door. 
Besides, Janie liked the feel of the cool 
cobblestones on her bare feet. 

She made her way along the dark, gloomy 
street. The houses along the way were set back far 
from the street. The few streetlights offered little 
illumination. Janie heard a sound like a twig being 
broken under foot. She stopped for a moment and 
looked around, but there was no one there. Still, it 
was as if the darkness had eyes. Just nerves, she 
told herself and carried on her way. 

Reaching the top of the hill, she came to the end 
of the cul-de-sac. An imposing gate came into 
view. “Finally,” she said in a quiet voice. The 
wrought-iron gate was slightly ajar. The stone and 
iron fence went as far as Janie could see in both 
directions. Slipping through the squeaking gate, 
Janie made her way up the winding stone driveway 
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to the secluded Tudor-style manor house. It was as 
if someone had taken an ancestral home from 
somewhere in the English countryside and 
transported it to this spot, brick by brick. Even the 
driveway was lined with antique-style lamp lights 
that did little to stave off the encroaching darkness. 
Janie realized she had stopped and was staring at 
the foreboding house. A sound at the bottom of the 
driveway, like the squeaking gate, made her jump. 
Janie looked down the shadow-filled lane. 
“Hello?” She thought her voice sounded as 
squeaky as that gate. Thankfully, no one answered, 
and nothing jumped out of the darkness. 

She laughed at her own foolishness as Momma 
would call it and turned back and walked on. Janie 
was glad to see the house had warm and inviting 
lights burning in all the first-floor windows. Her 
eyes were drawn to the upper stories which were 
dark, but for a moment she thought she saw a figure 
in one of the windows. The entire night sky was lit 
up from a glow like a bonfire coming from 
somewhere in the back of the house. 

Coming to the large front door, Janie slipped on 
her high-heel shoes and knocked with the large 
brass door knocker. She waited a moment then 
knocked again, but no one answered. She put her 
ear to the door to hear any movement inside, any 
sounds of life. Rapping one last time, she walked 
down the steps and tried to peer in some of the 
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windows but saw no one inside. Following a 
cobblestone path, she made her way to the rear of 
the house. The backyard was as impressive as the 
rest of the house, to the left was what appeared to 
be a guest house, which was dark. There was a 
large swimming pool with blue lights illuminating 
the circulating water. On the right was what looked 
like a converted two-story carriage house and 
behind it was the source of that glow she had seen 
earlier. 

“Hello? Anyone here?” Janie listened for a 
moment, hoping for a reply but still heard nothing. 
She followed the sidewalk to the carriage house 
and looked through one of the windows and saw 
that it was an artist studio but didn’t see anyone 
inside. She placed her hand upon the door, but 
hesitated and looked towards the glow coming 
from the rear of the building and decided to 
investigate. 

She was surprised to see that the source of that 
warm, inviting glow was a large industrial size 
electric kiln. The thing was twice as large as her 
dorm room. Drawn to it like a moth, she examined 
the control panel and saw that there was a brass 
plaque above the controls that read Dante’s 
Inferno. She laughed and wondered if it was meant 
to be a joke or if it was serious. 

“How do you like my inferno?” 
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Janie spun around and saw Dante leaning in the 
open rear doorway with a glass of wine in his hand. 
“I guess the brass plate isn’t meant to be a joke.” 
Janie thought but answered. “I knocked on the 
front door and decided to look for you back here.” 

“I was working on something in the studio and 
lost track of time. Have you been here long?” 
Dante said with a smile. 

‘‘No, not really. I came to find the source of the 
glow.” Janie had a feeling that Dante knew exactly 
how long she had been there. “It really is 
something.” 

“Beautiful, isn’t it? I had it installed a month 
ago. A state-of-the art electric kiln that can reach 
temperatures of over twenty-eight hundred 
degrees. 

“I’ve never seen anything quite like it. Do you 
really need a kiln this big?” Janie asked and then 
realized by Dante’s expression that perhaps that 
wasn’t the correct thing to say. 

“I plan to create some large pieces and this way 
I can wheel them out here and fire them. All very 
efficient.” 

Janie gave the large kiln an appraising glance. 
“I’m sure it will make some very interesting works 
of art.” The heat of the kiln, even from five feet 
away was intense and made Janie a little dizzy. She 
took a hesitant step toward Dante. 
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Dante beckoned with a motion of the wine glass 
and said, “Come along. Let me show you my 
studio. I think you will be impressed.” Not waiting 
for her, Dante strode inside, leaving Janie staring 
at the dark empty doorway. Janie hurried to catch 
up and rushed into the darkness and almost bumped 
into Dante, who was standing there in the dimly lit 
hallway. “Are you coming or not?” He took her 
hand and pulled her along past some storage areas 
with what looked like blocks of stone and wood 
logs. 

“I had this carriage house converted when we 
bought the house,” Dante said as he pulled her 
along the hallway into the main studio. 

“We?” Janie said. So, Jimmy was right about 
the wife. What else was he right about, she 
wondered? 

Dante stopped in the studio and turned to Janie. 
“My wife and I are separated. I thought that was 
common knowledge on campus. She is in England 
teaching and plotting to take me for everything in 
the divorce, I’m sure.” 

“Oh, I’m sorry.” 

“Don’t be. It is all for the best. What do you 
think of the studio?” 

Janie slowly turned, taking in the studio. The 
space was large. Everything looked perfectly 
organized. The far wall was one long workbench 
with shelves above and below with woodworking, 
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clay, and leather tools neatly arranged on peg 
hooks. She had never seen so many different sizes 
and types of chisels or wood carving tools. On the 
right was a room that looked like a small office and 
next to a closed door and in the far comer was a 
burnished steel spiral staircase leading up to the 
second floor. There were a couple of clay spinning 
wheels, three free-standing work tables, a table 
saw, a metal grinder and some painting easels; all 
spaced perfectly and clean. This was not how Janie 
pictured an art studio to be. Art was messy and 
unorganized. 

Janie thought of the large sheds on the farm. 
How she would have loved to have had one of them 
converted into a studio like this, but her studio 
would be messy and vibrant. There would be 
passion in her art, and her studio would show that. 
Then Janie caught herself, would she ever really go 
back to the farm? Was there anything for her to go 
back to? 

“Over there is my office, and of course, over 
there is the water closet.” Dante had refilled his 
glass and now had another which looked to Janie 
like it had twice as much as Dante’s glass. 

“Water closet?” 

“A bathroom or perhaps you call it an indoor 
outhouse back on the farm,” Dante said with a 
laugh as he handed her the nearly overflowing 
glass. 
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Janie wasn’t amused. “No. We call it a 
bathroom or sometimes a restroom, and we even 
have running water and plumbing.” She took a 
tentative sip of the wine and made a face. The wine 
had a strange bitter aftertaste. She walked over to 
the middle table which had a large block of wood 
becoming the bust of a nude woman. She took 
another small sip and placed the wine glass next to 
the wood bust. Janie couldn’t help but notice that 
the bust looked a little bit like her. 

Janie picked up a long chisel that curved at the 
end. She touched the tip, and her bloody finger was 
proof that the blade was razor sharp. She put her 
finger in her mouth and tasted copper. Dante came 
over and touched her shoulder. “Are you okay? I 
use the electric grinder to keep every blade in 
perfect condition. Here, let me see it.” He took her 
hand and examined the cut. “Not so bad. An artist 
must shed a little blood and tears for their art.” 
Dante kissed the cut finger and then her hand. 

Dante took her into his arms and kissed her lips. 
She didn’t respond at first. He had taken her by 
surprise. She thought he would make a pass at 
some point, but not this soon and not in the art 
studio. Dante was persistent and soon she was 
kissing him back. Quickly, her passion was 
inflamed. She realized that she wanted this. 

In high school, Janie had pictured her first time 
being romantic at a luxurious hotel, not some cold 
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art studio. Janie realized she didn’t care; she was 
going to live in the moment. She was an artist and 
wasn’t it fitting to make love where the art was 
created? 

Dante pulled away from her, lust in his eyes. He 
took her blouse in his hands and yanked. Buttons 
popped and scattered along the tile floor. He pulled 
her to him and kissed and bit her neck, then moved 
lower. 

Janie loved the feel of Dante’s face against her, 
his lips on her skin. She felt lightheaded and dizzy. 
Dante raised back up, kissing her lips once more. 
He lifted her up and set her on the work table. 

“Slow down,” Janie said weakly. 

Dante pushed her back down upon the table. 
“Don’t move!” he ordered. He hurried over to one 
of the shelves and came back with something in his 
hand. Janie raised herself up on her elbows and saw 
the dim light reflecting off the blade of a large 
knife. 

“What? Dante, this isn’t what I...” 

Dante roughly pushed her back down. “I told 
you not to move. We’re just having some fun. Trust 
me.” 

“Dante, I don’t like this,” Janie shouted. 

Dante brought the knife up. “Don’t move. You 
wouldn’t want to be cut, would you?” The look in 
his eyes was wild, feral. 
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He lightly traced the flat of the blade up her leg. 
Janie tried not to move as it slowly moved up her 
left thigh. Dante touched the knife against her 
miniskirt. The razor-sharp blade cuts the taut fabric 
as if it wasn’t even there, exposing her black satin 
G-string. 

Janie gasped as the cool air touched her skin. 
Dante roughly grabbed the G-string, pulling it 
away as the knife sliced the soft material. He 
brought the material to his face and inhaled noisily. 
Janie didn’t know if it was the wicked-looking 
knife or the lewd smirk Dante gave her as he tossed 
the damaged panties over his shoulder that 
frightened her more. The knife point was now 
pressing at her rib. His free hand was invading her. 
She gritted her teeth as his fingers plodded and 
poked her. She wanted to scream, to smash that 
look of triumph from his face, but that knife was 
still pressing into her, she could feel a trickle of 
blood flowing down her stomach. 

“Dante. Professor Daniels. Please stop. You’re 
hurting me.” Dante looked up at her and raised the 
knife and wagged it back and forth. 

“You don’t tell me to stop.” There was menace 
in his voice. Janie kicked out! The pointed toe of 
her left shoe scraping against his ribs. Dante 
grunted. The invading fingers left her, but now the 
knife was at her throat. 
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“Do that again bitch, and I’ll cut off your tits,” 
Dante growled in her face. 

“For God’s sake, Dante. You roofied the girl. 
You have a knife at her throat, but you still can’t 
get the job done.” 

Janie turned towards the sound of the familiar 
voice. Mandy was coming down the spiral stairs 
wearing a leather bra and matching black leather 
chaps with some kind of leather harness hanging 
between her legs. “Mandy, please help me.” 

“Now, why would I want to do something like 
that?” Mandy said with a smile as she came closer. 

Janie noticed that Mandy was carrying a video 
camera in one hand. “You’re filming this?” 

“You were supposed to stay out of sight until it 
was your turn,” Dante growled as he stood up and 
took a step toward Mandy. 

“I got bored watching you fumble around with 
the cowgirl.” Mandy walked past Dante and stood 
over Janie. “You are right, though; the little bitch 
does have a hot body.” 

“This is my moment. Why do you always want 
to ruin things for me?” Dante whined like a 
petulant child. 

Janie rolled to the right, knocking over her wine 
glass, breaking the stem from the bowl. Dante 
grabbed her leg and hauled her back. Janie kicked 
at Dante, but he deflected the blows, then back- 


142 



JOHN RISNER 


handed her across the left cheek. Stunned, she fell 
back, her face burning from the slap. 

Mandy’s peal of laughter cut through Janie’s 
daze. “This is going to look great when I do the 
edit. I’ll add dramatic music. Maybe a slow-motion 
effect.” 

Janie tried to raise up, but Dante’s hand pushed 
her back down. “You’re going to sell a tape of you 
raping me?” she screamed. 

Mandy smirked from behind the camera. “Who 
said anything about selling it? We just like to have 
leverage on little whores like you.” 

Dante cut the straps of Janie’s bra. He waved the 
knife in front of her face. “Don’t move a muscle.” 
He flicked the razor-sharp blade between the cups 
of the bra, slicing the material like butter. Janie’s 
breasts tumbled out as a bra fell away. 

Mandy lowered the camera slightly but still 
keeping it focused on the scene in front of her. 
“Wow. Nice rack, Janie. Big and perky. You’re a 
regular milkmaid,” Mandy said laughing. 

“You skanky bitch.” Janie attempted to move 
away. 

Janie didn’t even see Dante’s fist, but she felt 
the blow against her jaw. She was dazed and fought 
to stay conscious. She wanted to get away. Be 
somewhere else. Anywhere else but here. She felt 
like she was floating in water. Janie’s thoughts 
drifted. She was home. A storm was coming. 
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Janie thought back upon a hot summer day. It 
seemed so long ago. It was the first week of June 
and the weather was already hot, humid and sticky. 
The heat made everyone short-tempered and 
cranky, especially Poppa. Momma had said that 
she hoped the rain that was forecast for later that 
day would bring some relief. But like the coming 
storm; it was Poppa’s temper that broke first. Janie 
still couldn’t recall what the argument was about; 
it was something silly and childish, she was sure. 
But whatever started it, the result was the same; she 
had back-talked once too often and Poppa had 
proclaimed that he didn’t think she was mature 
enough to go away to college. 

She had cried and pleaded and apologized to her 
father and begged her mother to intercede on her 
behalf, but how much good would that do? Poppa 
was a proud and stubborn man and once something 
set in his head; it would take an act of God to 
change his mind. Momma had said to stay out of 
Poppa’s way and let him cool off. 

Janie decided to follow Momma’s advice and 
take one of the four-wheeler ATVs down to the 
swimming hole. She knew there was a chance that 
she would get Poppa’s belt for sneaking away and 
going swimming. Shirking her responsibilities is 
what Poppa called it. She didn’t care what it was 
called. Janie had to get away from that hard-headed 
old man. How could he do this to her? Less than 
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three months before classes started at the 
University and Poppa has changed his mind? 

Janie’s favorite place on the farm was the 
swimming hole, a large area in the stream that was 
a few miles from the farmhouse. Janie loved how 
secluded it was and how picturesque. Her older 
brothers had built a small dock that led out into the 
deepest part of the stream. On one bank, there were 
large flat rocks that were big enough for people to 
lay out. The small waterfall and gurgling rapids 
had a soothing, relaxing sound that Janie never 
grew tired of. But her favorite thing about the 
swimming hole was the clay. When she was a 
child, she would play along the stream bank as her 
older brothers swam. When she got older, she 
started collecting clay to make figures and crude 
pottery. 

Friends of her older brothers would visit the 
swimming hole, some of their girlfriends too. 
Poppa had a rule that no one could swim if a 
Clayton wasn’t there and no boys alone with Janie, 
not ever. Not that any of the boys ever paid much 
attention when she was younger, but when she was 
around fourteen or so; she went from flat-chested 
kid sister to a 32C bra size over one short summer. 
After that, she got more than a few casual glances 
or two from her brothers’ friends and dirty looks 
from their girlfriends. 
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Janie coasted the ATV down to a sandy area 
near the large flat rocks where she liked to lay out 
and soak up the sun. The day was already hot and 
not even noon yet. She hoped the coming storm 
would wash away this humidity and heat. She 
looked around just to make sure that she was alone. 
She unstrapped her bag from the back of wheeler 
and then arranged the beach towel on the large flat 
rock, she then took off her work boots and set them 
neatly at the edge of the towel. Wearing some cute 
beach sandals just didn’t work when you’re riding 
a four-wheeler through brush. 

She was wearing an old T-shirt and cut-off jeans 
over a simple but cute white bikini. She listened a 
moment, thinking she had heard rustling in the 
weeds on the far bank, but no, she didn’t see 
anyone. Probably just a rabbit, she hoped it wasn’t 
a snake. Janie unfastened the worn button fly of the 
cutoffs, and with a slight wiggle of her hips, the 
shorts dropped to her feet and then stepping out and 
kicking them up the same time; she caught the 
shorts and folded them neatly. The shirt came off 
in one swift motion and was also folded and placed 
on the seat of the ATV. 

Janie stood on the edge of the flat rock and 
looked down at her reflection in the slow-moving 
water. A sly smile flitted across her face as she 
untied the strings on the bikini top, holding the 
cups in place on her ample breasts, she surveyed 
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her surroundings once more and seeing nothing, 
pulled the bikini top away and tossed it onto the 
handlebars of the four-wheeler with a giggle. 

She glanced around once more, and then with a 
quick run, she dove into the water. This was the 
deepest part of the swimming hole and was way 
over her head, but she had always been a good 
swimmer. The water was cold on her hot skin but 
was a welcome relief from the oppressive heat. She 
swam back and forth for a few minutes trying to 
bum off the angry energy. Janie floated on her 
back. The hot sun and the cool water felt so good. 
She closed her eyes, breathing deeply, her body 
relaxed as she drifted almost dozing off. 

Her tranquility didn’t last long. Janie thought 
she was imagining the clip-clop of horse hooves 
coming closer. She slowly turned her head towards 
the shore and raised a hand to shade her eyes and 
saw her father riding down the stream bank on his 
favorite horse, old Hank. 

The first thing that crossed Janie’s mind was 
that it took her father at least twenty minutes to 
saddle Hank. Why hadn’t her father just ridden one 
of the utility vehicles? But then she suddenly knew 
why. Poppa loved to make an entrance. Riding on 
horseback fed into his ideal that he was a Wild 
West rancher. “We live in Ohio, not Montana,” she 
muttered as she turned over and swam towards the 
shore. 
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“What in the hell do you think you’re doing, 
girl?” her father screamed at her. 

Janie trudged awkwardly out of the water, 
trying to cover herself with her arms and hands. 
“Just swimming, Poppa.” 

“Skinny-dipping like some whore? Parading 
around naked so that anyone can see?” Her father’s 
eyes never left her as he dismounted. He unhooked 
one of the reins of the bridle, doubled it over and 
slapped the loose ends against his gloved hand. The 
sound made Janie jump. She had never seen her 
father this angry, never seen that animal look in his 
eyes. “I’ll beat the devil out of you, girl!” 

With three quick strides, Poppa was upon her. 
Grabbing Janie by her long hair, turning her around 
as he swatted her nearly naked ass with the leather 
rein strap like a whip. Janie felt like her bare skin 
had been set on fire. Again and again, her father 
whipped her with the rein, each time she felt the 
leather cut into her tender flesh. “Poppa, please 
stop!” she screamed. 

Poppa didn’t stop. She managed to turn her head 
and look at him. “Please Poppa, no more. I’m 
sorry.” 

Poppa gave a hollow laugh. “Sorry? No, I don’t 
think you truly are, but you will be once I’m done 
with you.” He threw down the rein and yanked 
Janie’s hair up until she was forced to stand on her 
toes. He grabbed her face with his free hand as he 
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leaned into her face. She could smell his putrid 
cigar breath. “You need to get right with God, girl. 
You need to be baptized again.” 

Poppa released her hair. Janie stumbled back 
and fell into the water. She tried to scramble up and 
run, but her father was on her too quickly. She went 
down under the water, her face smashing into the 
clay and rocks. Poppa held her under and she 
struggled to get to the surface and get a breath of 
air. Her hands pushing on the rocks stuck in the wet 
clay, but he was too strong. Finally, when she 
thought her lungs would burst, her father pulled her 
head out of the water. 

“You flaunt your body for every man for miles 
to see. Tease and tempting even the most God¬ 
fearing soul. How can any man resist your ripe 
body? Like Salome, the young whore of the Old 
Testament. That harlot was punished by God, and 
you need to be punished by me.” Poppa was 
shouting as he shook her. 

“You’re not God,” Janie said as she coughed up 
water. 

Down again, Janie was plunged into the cold 
water. This time she hadn’t been able to get a full 
breath of air. She knew her father was screaming 
something at her, but the water muffled his ravings. 
She struggled but her strength was fading. Her face 
was smashed into the clay, a small stone cutting 
into her cheek. She felt with her right hand, a 
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smooth rock about the size of a baseball. Her chest 
was on fire. She knew her lungs would burst, but 
she gripped the rock as hard as she could. If she 
could just hold onto that rock, she could hold her 
breath a little longer. 

Janie focused on what she held in her hands. In 
the left hand was wet yielding clay. In the right 
hand was the hard, smooth river rock. Janie would 
be like the things she held in her grasp. Her body 
would be yielding, but her spirit would be hard like 
stone. 

Her father finally noticed that she was no longer 
moving. She heard his brief cry of alarm as he 
hauled her from the water. 

“Janie! Janie girl. Are you all right?” Poppa 
carried her small wet body to the stream bank. He 
didn’t notice that Janie’s hands still clutched the 
rock and the clay. 

“Janie, speak to me.” Her father’s voice was 
choked with emotion as he gently laid her upon the 
hard ground. He placed his head on her chest and 
listened for a heartbeat. He raised up and looked 
into her face and was startled to see Janie looking 
at him. 

“I got carried away, but you drove me to do this. 
I’m sorry,” he said in almost a whisper. 

Janie smiled at her father. “I don’t think you 
really are sorry, but you will be.” 
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Poppa was puzzled. Had he heard her correctly? 
He had little time to consider this as Janie’s hand 
flew toward his face. He barely saw the round river 
rock as it crushed the zygomatic bone below his 
left eye. Stunned by the pain and violence, he 
weaved a moment on his knees, just watching his 
daughter with an unfocused gaze, thinking how 
much she looked like her mother when they were 
young. 

Janie stood and looked down at her father. 
“Poppa, are you all right?” 

Dark red blood was flowing freely from the 
wound. The left eye was slowly sliding out of the 
crushed socket. 

“Ubba, me, nack Junby,” Poppa slurred. Drool 
dribbled from his slack lips. 

Janie turned a step back like a pitcher winding 
up for a pitch. The next blow caved in the side of 
Poppa’s skull. “I think that was the sphenoid bone, 
Poppa. You were so happy I aced that biology 
class.” 

Poppa toppled over and lay still upon the sandy 
ground. Janie absently knelt down beside her father 
and touched two fingers to his neck. She sighed 
deeply. “Still a little life in you yet. You always 
make everything so hard on your family.” 

Janie stood and looked around. The storm 
clouds were almost upon them. It would be raining 
soon. She considered the bloodied rock in her hand 
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and studied her father again. With an exasperated 
sigh, she walked to the water’s edge. She threw the 
rock as far she could out into the middle of the 
stream. Bending down, she washed the clay and the 
blood from her hands. Humming an Adele tune, 
she walked over and picked up the beach towel and 
folded it neatly. She hurriedly dressed as the first 
light drops of rain began to fall. Pulling on the 
work boots, she glanced at her father again. She 
leaned down and picked up a rock and tossed it at 
the prone figure. Even though it was a direct hit, he 
didn’t move. 

Still humming, she stomped over to Poppa and 
nudged him with the tip of her boot. Was that a 
faint moan she heard? She pulled her foot back and 
gave him a good kick in the ribs and that time she 
did, in fact, hear him moan. “This will never do.” 
She looked around and saw no one but old Hank. 
She stepped over her father and picking the leather 
rein up from the ground, she easily caught old 
Hank and reconnected the rein to the bridle and led 
the old horse over to her father. Damn that old man; 
he was still breathing. “Tough old bastard,” she 
said through gritted teeth. 

Janie positioned old Hank almost over her 
father so that she could place his right boot into the 
stirrup. Once securely in the stirrup, she twisted her 
father’s foot to lock it in place. Janie knelt down 
and put her ear to her father’s mouth and heard his 
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death rattle. She turned her head and placed a kiss 
upon his lips. “It won’t be long now, Poppa,” Janie 
whispered. 

Thunder rolled overhead, and the rain fell 
harder as Janie stood up and looked down upon her 
father. His eyes full of hate; even as the life drained 
out of him. “Mama will be a little sad, I guess. The 
insurance money will be a comfort to her. The boys 
will get the farm as you always wanted and I will 
get to be the artist that I was meant to be. You 
wanted to take that from me. Take what I am, kill 
what I am. I won’t let anyone do that, not ever.” 

Janie slapped old Hank on the flank and the 
horse bolted forward, dragging her father’s lifeless 
body behind. Jumping on the ATV, Janie gunned it 
to life and followed the horse back towards the 
farm for part of the way and then took a shortcut 
home. She wanted to be home long before Hank 
and her father arrived. It was easy enough to pull 
the four-wheeler into the shed and sneak into her 
room without anyone knowing. 

Poppa’s riding accident was the talk of the town 
that summer. All the neighbors brought food and 
condolences and, of course, gossip. The death was 
ruled an accident and no one even questioned Janie 
about that day. Momma did seem to act a little 
differently towards Janie after that. Janie would 
sometimes catch Momma staring at her and 
couldn’t seem to get Janie packed off to school fast 
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enough. Which was fine with Janie; she was going 
to be an artist. 

Something stung Janie’s face. She opened her 
eyes. She wasn’t back on the farm. She was in this 
dark studio being abused and soon to be raped. 
Dante was slapping her face. 

“Dante, please stop.” Dante’s hand was 
suddenly around Janie’s throat. The knife was now 
pointed out her eye. “Now we can do this the nice 
way or we can get rough. This is going to happen. 
Relax, you might even enjoy it. Fight me, and 
you’re going to have a lot of scars.” 

Janie could feel Dante’s spittle as he screamed 
in her face. She had to get away. She had to be soft 
and pliable on the outside, but hard like stone on 
the inside and wait for her moment. “Please don’t,” 
Janie said in a weak voice. 

“Hell Dante, the little bitch is already going to 
have emotional scars. What is few on her body 
going to matter?” Mandy moved closer, adjusting 
the camera focus. Janie could finally see what was 
hanging from between Mandy’s legs. The long 
phallic shape looked to be carved from polished 
ebony wood. The sight of it frightened Janie even 
more. She looked up at Mandy and saw that she 
was smiling at Janie. “You like what you see? 
Don’t tell Dante. He gets penis envy.” 

“Would you shut the hell up and wait for your 
turn!” Dante was stroking himself as he moved 
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between Janie’s legs. He slapped the inside of her 
thighs, forcing her to spread them wider. Mandy 
moved closer and roughly squeezed Janie’s left 
breast. Dante was having trouble entering her. 

“Raise your knees up!” Dante yelled, and he 
impaled the knife tip into the table top. 

Janie quickly complied, surprising Dante and 
Mandy with her obedience. “Good girl,” Dante 
said just as Janie kicked both feet forward in one 
smooth motion. Janie would never forget the 
shocked expression on Dante’s face as the four- 
inch stiletto heels punctured his throat. Janie turned 
and grabbed Mandy by her leather bra and rolled to 
her right, bringing Mandy off her feet and onto the 
table. Janie managed to grasp the stem of the 
broken wine glass as Mandy struggled to get free. 

“Bitch, you are so fucking dead,” Mandy said as 
she hit Janie a glancing blow with the camera. 
Stunned, Janie’s hold on Mandy loosened, and 
Mandy used her weight to pull both of them off the 
table and crashing to the floor. 

Janie landed on the bottom with the air knocked 
out of her. She kept her eyes closed. She heard 
Mandy screaming at her and felt several weak 
punches. Her face felt wet. She wondered if was 
her blood. She smelled it, could taste it on her lips. 
She opened her eyes, seeing Mandy sitting on her 
waist, making it so very hard to breathe. Then she 
noticed Mandy’s face covered in blood and the 
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stem of the wine glass protruding from her eye 
socket. Janie pushed and bucked her hips knocking 
Mandy over onto the floor. 

Janie stood on shaky legs, watching Mandy 
slowly crawl away. Janie turned and went to Dante, 
who was choking on his own blood, but still alive. 
“I think it is time to make some art, don’t you, 
Dante?” Janie said as she pulled Dante’s knife from 
the table top. Janie knelt down between Dante’s 
thighs. He watched her with wide open eyes and 
feebly tried to move his legs. “Just relax, you won’t 
enjoy this,” Janie whispered as she took his 
manhood in her hand. Wet gurgling sounds were 
all the scream Dante could muster as the razor- 
sharp blade unmanned him. “What a waste,” Janie 
said as she dangled the damaged phallus over his 
face. Dante tried to scream as she shoved the 
bloody penis into his open mouth. 

Janie went to the wall of tools. She knew exactly 
what things she needed. She came back to Dante 
and dropped the clay cutter on the table top. She 
wondered if Dante was still lucid enough to see the 
five-inch flat wood chisel and the round wooden 
mallet she had in her hands. Still naked, she sat on 
Dante’s chest, pinning his arms with her knees. She 
placed the razor-sharp blade just below his Adam’s 
apple and raised the mallet high over her head. One 
graceful arm arc and the mallet came slamming 
down. 
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Hot blood shot up and covered her. The blade 
passed through his skin as easily as he had cut her 
panties away. Even his neck bones weren’t that 
hard to break. A couple of hard taps of the mallet 
and it was like breaking a chicken neck. Janie sat 
there for a few moments feeling almost content, but 
she knew she had more work to do. 

Mandy wasn’t hard to find. She had left a blood 
trail and had only had made it as far as the back 
door. Janie heard her moaning in the dark hallway. 
Janie stepped over her and opened the door. The 
light from the kiln illuminated Mandy was lying 
face down in a pool of her own blood. “Mandy, you 
don’t look so well. Is there anything I can do to 
help?” Janie sat down on the small of Mandy’s 
back and heard a soft moan. She took Mandy’s 
bloody hair in her hand and pulled her head up 
from the floor. Slipping the metal wire of the clay 
cutter around her neck, she then let Mandy’s face 
drop with a wet smack in the pool of blood. Janie 
took the wooden handles in each hand and then 
pulled hard until she heard a satisfying crack. 

“I told you those work perfectly for that kind of 
thing.” 

Janie looked up and saw Jimmy standing in the 
doorway. She slowly stood up, leaving the wire 
murder weapon with Mandy and walked toward 
Jimmy. He slowly backed out into the night. She 
watched his eyes as the kiln illuminated her naked, 
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blood covered body. He didn’t seem repulsed, far 
from it. 

“How long have you been here?” Janie said as 
she slowly circled the young man. 

“Not long.” 

“Not long? What does that mean? What did you 
see?” Janie stopped only a few feet in from of 
Jimmy. 

“I saw enough,” Jimmy said slowly. 

Janie looked into Jimmy’s eyes, searching for 
something. Jimmy was not breaking eye contact 
and not saying anything. Time seemed to stand 
still. She could feel the heat of the kiln on her naked 
skin. Hear the gurgling of the swimming pool. 
Janie knew that Jimmy was trying to win this force 
of wills. She took in a big breath of air and Jimmy’s 
eyes flicked down to her blood-covered breasts. 
There, now they both knew. She was stronger. 

“You must be cold,” Jimmy said in almost a 
whisper. 

Janie smiled. She took Jimmy’s hand and placed 
it on her breast.” Do I feel cold to you?” 

“No, not at all.” Jimmy moved closer, but Janie 
placed a hand on his chest and pushed him back. 
She walked past him over to the edge of the 
swimming pool. Janie turned and looked at the 
confused boy. “Make yourself useful and you may 
get a reward. Put the bodies, my clothes and the 
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bloody tools in the kiln. I don’t want anything left 
of them.” 

Jimmy stared at her for a moment. “Anything 
else?” 

Janie dove into the water, turning the pale blue 
water a pale purple as the blood washed from her 
body. She swam back to the edge of the pool and 
pulled herself up so that her face and chest was out 
of the water. She was well aware of where Jimmy’s 
gaze was focused. “Yes, there is something else. I 
want Dante’s skull. Can you just burn the hair and 
skin off? I want to use it as the base for my 
sculpture.” 

“Uh, sure, I guess,” Jimmy said as he walked 
toward her. 

“It was your idea, silly.” Janie laughed as she 
splashed water at Jimmy. 

“Yeah, yeah, I know. I just didn’t think you 
would actually do that.” 

“Oh, I think you will find that I am full of 
surprises. Now, hurry up. Those bodies won’t 
cremate themselves.” Janie pushed off and 
backstroked across the pool, knowing that Jimmy 
was watching her every move. Janie climbed out of 
the pool and made her way into the house. 

A nice hot shower would be marvelous and then 
she would raid Mrs. Daniels’ massive closet for 
something to wear. She stopped at the bedroom 
window and watched Jimmy placing Mandy’s 
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body in the kiln. She had to admit that he was cute 
and seemed eager to help her dispose of the 
evidence. Maybe she would keep him around for a 
while. But could she trust him? She knew that 
Jimmy had been following her earlier as she 
walked to the house. Had he seen everything? Why 
hadn’t he helped her? What was she going to do 
with him now? 

Then Janie thought of how artfully she had 
taken care of Dante and Mandy. If Jimmy became 
a problem, there would be many artistic ways to 
make him her next masterpiece. She was, after all, 
an artist. 
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